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Working full-time outside the home and being a homemaker  
both  have their own challenges.  The same is true about work-
ing from home.  The first year of adjustment is the most difficult.  
Mothers who have been working full-time outside may find 
staying home even more stressful because they are not used to 
the new challenges.  They may give up and go back to full-time 
work outside.  Likewise, homemakers may quit home-based 
businesses easily because they aren’t just dealing with home-
making situations, but with business entities.
 
Working from home means controlling our work, our environ-
ment and ourselves. We become our own bosses, and no one 
tells us when to start and stop. It’s all up to us. What we are 
willing to do to resolve conflicting demands on our time and 
resources is just like putting a jigsaw puzzle together. It can be 
a dream come true if we manage to fit all the pieces together.  
Then we will have the best of both worlds – working and staying 
home.

This book is down-to-earth with practical examples. The quotes 
are meant to bring a sense of awakening, an ‘ah-ha’ experience 
when you ponder the collective knowledge from all of us. It is 
written for the understanding of everyone and anyone regard-
less of education background, culture or experience. Its straight-
forward style of writing is meant for easy translation to other 
languages to spread the ripples of ‘working at home’ as one of 
the means to achieve work-life balance.

We hope that this book will share the collective knowledge from 
us with you to help you in your decision-making.  

PREFACE
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eHomemakers was founded originally as a volunteer group 
‘Mothers for Mothers’ in 1998 to help mothers work from 
home. It’s 20-year evolving path into a non-profit social 
enterprise promoting work-life balance to ASEAN can be 
found in “The Story of Mothers”.

You can also scan the QR code below to access the article!
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Your Option as Mother
Making Some Important DecisionsYour Options as a

Mother
Making Some Important Decisions
By Chong Sheau Ching 
     Audrey Fong-Yong Siew Ping

INTRODUCTION In this era of increasing equality between men and wom-
en in the workplace, women are pressured to contribute 
to economic growth through full-time employment. 

Apart from being a full-time worker, women are expected to 
play gender roles such as daughters, members of extended 
families, and fulfilling other social obligations.  Yet, there is 
the unmistakable pull of our hearts towards our children, 
husbands, and homes.  Our natural mothering and 
nurturing instincts put us in a dilemma.  We try to become 
everything we think others want us to be.  Hence, we nurture 
the ‘supermom’ syndrome:  the mother who does everything 
expected of her efficiently and effectively.
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Nothing is more difficult, and therefore more precious, than to be 
able to decide.

Napoleon Bonaparte”“
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WHAT YOU

WILL LEARN

It is when we are unable to cope with the stress of trying to 
do it all and have it all, that we are forced to evaluate our 
lives and choices we make.  We feel trapped in our situations, 
confused and lost.  We see no way out in our motherhood 
options.  Do we stay home to take care of family or work full-
time outside the home to make an income while partially ful-
filling our motherhood role?  We try different ways to juggle 
our responsibilities.  Sometimes we win.  Sometimes we lose.

If we are unhappy in what we are doing, we should take stock.  
We need to rethink what our priorities are.  Decide on what 
we want to do and take steps to get it.  For homemakers, the 
choice might be to consider working again.  Working wom-
en, on the other hand, might consider full-time motherhood.
There are thousands of reasons why homemakers return to 
the workforce or generate income from home.  There are also 
thousands of reasons why full-time workers take the bold 
step to stay home for their families.  The process of mak-
ing the decision – to stay in full-time work, quit or generate 
income from home – is complex.  It involves taking into ac-
count aspects of motherhood, home life, finances, home and 
social environment, and a mother’s inner strength.

• How other mothers made their decisions about working 
or being homemakers.

• How to evaluate your current work situation.
• What issues to consider in making the decision.
• What steps to take in making a decision.

There are two types of work:  unpaid and paid.

• Unpaid work includes housework, childcare, cook-
ing for the family, chauffeuring the children and oth-
er activities related to taking care of the family and 
home.  Also in this category is voluntary work, such 
as social, community, religious and charitable work.

TYPES OF WORK

“Being a mother is an attitude, 
not a biological relation.”

                                                      
 Robert A. Heinlein

“Biology is the least of what makes 
someone a mother.”

Oprah Winfrey
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• Paid work is work that one does to generate cash.  This 
includes being employed as a salaried worker, running 
your own business, or freelancing.

Working from home encompasses self-owned, home-based 
business; freelancing; doing piecework or telecommuting.

Telecommuting means working outside the premises of the 
organisation that employs you. It is moving the work to the 
workers, instead of the workers to the work.  Although you 
are still an employee of the organisation, you are able to per-
form your work from your own home or from a remote loca-
tion set up by the company.

Telecommuting work is normally driven by Information and 
Communications Technology (ICT).  Computers, mobile 
phones, faxes, e-mail and other advanced communication 
platforms have removed barriers that once required workers 
to be physically present in employers’ offices.  These tech-
nologies have made it possible to work anywhere, any time, 
especially when one works at home.

Running a service-providing office from home is sometimes 
known as running a ‘SOHO’ (Small Office Home Office).  
Like telecommuting, service delivered is heavily reliant on 
information and communications technology and thus re-
quires trained skills.  Therefore, you can either run a business 
as a SOHO or telecommute from a SOHO.

The discussion that follows describes studies conducted 
among selected mothers on how to make a decision about 
whether to work or not to work.

For the purposes of this book, ‘work’ means income-generating work.
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Fifty mothers belonging to the ‘Mothers for Mothers’ net-
work and over 5000 participants of the thirteen “Working 
From Home” conferences between 1998-1999 were surveyed.  
Another fifty were also surveyed with the same questions in 
the year 2012 under ‘eHomemakers.net.’ In 2015, under the 
‘ASEAN Work-Life Balance’ project, a professional women’s 
survey was conducted among ten ASEAN countries with 
1820 respondents.

The responses below, listed in no particular order, are simi-
lar over the last 17 years.  They reflect the real-life situations 
faced by mothers.  Think about your own, unique situation as 
you take their experiences into account.  Learn from them in 
order to make the best decision for yourself and your family.

SURVEY QUESTIONS

AND RESPONSES

What factor(s) influenced your decision whether or not to quit your 
full-time job and stay at home full-time?1 

Reasons for quitting full-time work

• No work permit with residential status as a foreign wife.
• Inability to cope with a job that needed hand-eye coor-

dination, due to aging.
• Retraining was not given when former skill in the job 

became obsolete.
• Desire to become a full-time mother with hands-on 

experience in upbringing of my child.
• Desire to raise my child with my values, not others’ 

(maid, mother/mother-in-law, or babysitter).
• Desire for my children to grow up knowing I am here 

for them when they need  me rather than showering 
them with materialistic comforts.

• Avoidance of own experience of being brought up by 
maids and a career-oriented mother whom I hardly saw.
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• Inability to cope with the stress of juggling a full-time 
career and meaningful motherhood.

• Care of disabled/sick child or other family member.
• Job too demanding, long/irregular hours, local and 

overseas travel, after-hours functions and weekend 
assignments.

• Lack of interaction/closeness with child.
• Maid or childcare problems.
• Own salary is incompatible with childcare and house-

hold expenses associated to time spend out of the 
home.

• Husband’s salary is sufficient.
• Single-motherhood, need for flexible working time and 

freedom to raise my young children.

 But then, when I held my 
first baby, bloody and slimy, 
on my chest immediately 
after delivery, I knew I could 
not leave her to grow up with 
another woman!  The 
mothering instinct (I’d call it the 
instant bonding) that hit me at that 
moment was too strong to ignore.  I 
told my husband that I was not go-
ing back to work – period.

Lillian Bulan-Dorai  
Co-ordinator of a mothers’ support group, 
computer and guitar instructor, writer, 
lecturer.  Former university research as-

sistant.

“

”

 What I am putting into my child’s 
life cannot be replaced by any teachers, 
maids or family members’ input.

Pavitar Kaur Gill  
Homemaker cum consultant.  Former 

TV news producer.

“ ”

    I know my own limitations.  Having to work long hours outside 
the home in a stressful job, coupled with the ‘joys’ of the daily commute 
in KL, I know I would be one stressed out Mommy at the end of the day.  
Not only would I not be able to have quality time with my children, I doubt 
whatever little pockets of time we’d share would be categorised as quality 
time.

Audrey Fong 
Former venture capitalist. Proud owner of an architect business with her husband.

“
”

  I have worked in an office for 
twenty years and wanted to experience a 
new kind of life.  I have so many hobbies 
and interests    that   I   never   had   time   
for when I worked.

Franziska Kummer Yong
Built her own relocation consultant 

service.  Former senior official of a diplo-
matic mission.

“
 ”



6

Your Option as Mother
Making Some Important Decisions

Reasons for staying in a full-time job

• Fear of uncertainties.
• Meet parental expectations to earn income from a full-

time job because of the educational expenses they spent 
for my degree.

• Constraints on household finances.
• Inability to stand being cooped up at home with the 

children all the time.
• Dependence on fixed income to support family.
• Lack of confidence in striking out on own.
• Objection from husband, mother and in-laws about 

quitting full-time job.
• Inability to take the social prejudice against 
       homemakers.
• Dislike housework and childcare.
• Achievement of own career goals with the company.
• Availability of mother-in-law/maid to take care of chil-

dren.
• Importance of earning money for children’s material 

well-being outweighs being home with them.
• Children’s tuition and university education requires 

money.
• No homemaker role model in extended family because 

women all work full-time outside the home.
 I want to stay home with the children.  We checked ourselves and know in reali-
ty that we have committed ourselves too deep financially.  I know I will miss the exact 
moments when the children develop daily.  I can only pray that one day I will be bold 
enough to take up the challenge.

Anonymous.  
 I had no choice but to work full-time outside to support my children and my-
self.  It was very difficult for me.  If I had a choice, I would rather spend more time 
with my daughters.  I wish I did not have to leave them on their own so much while 
I worked.  Working single mothers do not have enough support.

Josephin Joseph.  Domestic worker. Now retired. Her daughters are university 
graduates and are successful in their careers. 

“
”“

”
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Advantages of quitting full-time work to become 
homemaker

• Enjoying spending more time with children.
• Homeschool children.
• Being there for the children during their various stages 

of emotional and intellectual growth.
• Being there for child’s first smile, flip, coo, step, words, 

etc.
• Having freedom to use own time.
• Less stress.
• Having time for self.
• Appreciation of the efforts of own caregivers in the past.
• Breastfeeding child as long as possible.
• Monitoring children’s homework and activities, espe-

cially TV-watching.
• Having time to learn a totally new skill to plan for a 

career change.
• Continuing further education online from home to get 

a higher paid job later.
• Communicating with teenagers better.  Having the time 

to learn to understand them and know what is going on 
in their lives.

What are the advantages and disadvantages to your situation in 
Question 1 above?2 

 I am much, much happier.  I’ve time to 
be a loving mummy and a mummy who gets 
lots of love.

Hapizah Abd Rahim.  
Micro-business owner.  Former business executive.

 I never have to go through a working mother’s ‘what ifs’ – What if the babysitter 
falls ill or magpapresyo (Tagalog: makes demands knowing there is nothing you can 
do about it or at one’s mercy) ?  What if the baby is sick and no one notices until I 
get back late in the evening from work?  What if the maid runs away?  And so on.
.  

Homemaker.  Former music teacher.

“
”

“ ”
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Disadvantages of being a homemaker

• Loss of financial independence.
• Reduction of income and decrease in spending power.
• Drastic change of lifestyle.
• Insecurity because job future is uncertain.
• Over-dependence of children and spouse on me.
• Becoming overly perfect in household management and 

cooking the best foods for the family.
• Frustration of being cooped up in the house the whole 

day with the children.
• Over-whelmed with household chores and childcare as 

family refuses to help, thinking that I have nothing to 
do all day.

• Lack of social interaction with other adults, isolation.
• Feelings of envy towards husband and children for hav-

ing their own social lives.
• Education wasted without using marketable skills. Be-

ing ridiculed by friends and relatives. 
• Pressures from family who keep harping on at me to go 

back to work as they think I am a failure.
• Low self-esteem, feeling that I do not contribute to 

society.
• Relatives, who think that I have nothing to do, take me 

for granted so they visit more often, ask me to organise 
family functions or do errands for them.

• Lack of organisation and discipline, eg, watching TV 
when I am supposed to be doing housework.

• Inability to go back to career track after a few years of 
being a homemaker.

 I think my children have become very dependent on me.  I find it 
hard to have time for myself or going on a one-to–one dinner date with 
my husband.

Gulwant Kaur.  
Freelance writer.  Former public relations executive.

“ ”
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Disadvantages of working full-time outside the home.

• Guilt for neglecting children, husband and elderly parents.
• Missing children’s childhood memories – not being there 

during important events and moments.
• Lack of attention to elderly parents who gave so much to 

my life but are now ill and immobile.
• Inability to tackle behavioural and attention deficit prob-

lem of child.
• Difficulty in dealing with teenage children who seem like 

strangers.
• Inability to concentrate on job when worrying about the 

home front.
• Employer unhappy when days off are taken to care for sick 

child.
• Emotional problems of child due to change of maids sever-

al times within a short period.
• Travel and long hours on the job give little time for home 

life.
• Neglect felt by the whole family due to my job 
       commitment.
• Jealous of maid/mother-in-law as children like to be with 

her more than with me.
• Stress from the job causes lashing out at or taking it out on 

children and husband.
• Mind occupied with office politics and schemes so I am 

unable to give children full attention at home 
• Children grow up with foreign maids’ and mother-in-law’s 

values as husband and I are hardly home.
• Lack of knowledge of children’s school problems as 
       mother-in-law/maid acts as guardian on behalf of me.
• Inability to properly raise children, as I am too busy work-

ing to make ends meet (single mothers).

 I’m forever feeling guilty about 
the children because I’ve not been 
giving them enough attention espe-
cially guidance.  I always think, or 
rather ask myself, ‘Don’t other work-
ing mothers feel the same?  If they do, 
how do they leave home, day after 
day, to go to work?

Zedi.  
Senior government officer.

“

”
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Reasons to work from home

• Ability to take care of home life at the same time.
• Independence/financial needs.
• Boredom, to fill a void instead of waiting for husband to 

come home every evening.
• Challenge/mental stimulation.
• Skills and knowledge are being updated.
• Want to start homebased business or e-business.
• Avoidance of being too bogged down with child-rearing 

and domestic chores.
• Money to live (especially for single mothers).
• Teen mom who lacks money for childcare, making a 

living through flexi home-based work while attending 
school at the same time.

• Option for disabled persons and those with chronic 
illnesses to generate cash to live.

If you have already quit your full-time job, what are the factor(s) that 
influenced your decision whether or not to work from home?3 

 I foresaw that it would be healthier for the whole family if I focused on some-
thing else as well that did not involve too much time.  I knew of many women who 
were purely involved in child-raising and went through depressions, isolation, and 
grouchiness which I definitely wanted to avoid.

Josephine Yoong.  
Freelance investment consultant.  Former audit professional.

 As circumstances in my family may change 
and different needs arise, I may have to consider 
working outside the home again.  Working from 
home, for me, is not a permanent feature.  I will do 
it only as long as it meets my needs.

June Chan Swee Lin.
  Home tutor, writer.  Former journalist.

“
”

“
”
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Advantages of working from home

• Time with family -- from the saved time allocated for 
travel to and fro work.

• Manage household and family affairs in between work 
time.

• More efficient in getting work tasks done.
• Save money from work travel and food/clothing ex-

penses.
• Freedom to be my own boss, in control of my own life.
• Freedom to work in casual clothes and any way I feel 

comfortable.
• Flexibility of time and work place.
• Pleasantness of work environment at home, so less 

stress.
• Removal of stressful traffic jams, office politics/gossip 

from my life.
• Discovery of other talents and skills, being inspired to 

be more than who I am.
• Formation of a new network of mother friends who are 

also business associates.
• Ability to meet people and learn new things while still 

maintaining home and family life.
• Ability to be the much-needed father and mother for 

children at a time of divorce.
• Ability to make my home office suitable for my disabili-

ty and illness.
• Finally find time to exercise for mental and physical 

health.
• Finally find reasons to love my house, my home, my 

neighbourhood, and myself.
• Rebuilt confidence in my own abilities by earning mon-

ey after years of being a homemaker.

What do you think are the advantages and disadvantages of working 
from home?4 
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Disadvantages of working from home
• Difficulty in separating work from home in terms of 

time, privacy, etc.
• Difficulty in getting away from work.
• Difficulty in concentrating on work with the constant 

disruption and noise from the children or other activi-
ties in the neighbourhood.

• Lack of discipline in time management.
• Lack of self-discipline: eat more, sleep more, laze 

around more, spend more time on social media and on 
the phone with friends.

• Lack of initiative to prioritize work over family/person-
al affairs.

• Unstable and fluctuating income.
• Time spent working long hours to make ends meet due 

to the new business start-up.
• Loss of medical, insurance and other benefits.

• Belief that I can do many things, even as a homemaker.
• Skills learned from the necessary activities in a home-

based business:  meeting people, figuring out my own 
plans, asking customers to buy, etc.

 I’m much happier. The feeling that I have more 
control of my life and time is liberating and powerful.  I 
am not answerable to anyone else except to my family.

Sheena Gurbash.  
Homemaker.  Former corporate PR professional.

 All my regular clients are my friends.  Af-
ter all these years of selling kuih and cakes, I now 
have so many friends that even my husband needs 
my contacts for his business.

Ramlah J.  
Homemaker for 40 years.  Caterer.

“ ” “
”

 I get to cut expenses, spend quality time with the family, 
do things in a more creative way (rather than the norm), enjoy 
greater freedom, and last but not least, practise my problem-solv-
ing skills and be more independent in thinking and action.  I do 
think the last one is important to enhance a person’s strength of 
character.

Katharine Yip.  
Translator and copywriter.  Former public relations executive.

“
”
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• Lack of productivity as I can only work when chilren 
are asleep.

• Loss of status. I am looked upon as less professional and 
not serious.  My business is not considered so viable if 
the office is at home.

• Society sees me as a ‘lady of leisure’ with nothing to do.
• Offers of volunteer work come in as people think I am 

doing something to occupy my time, not to generate 
income.

 Clients seem to think I am available twenty-four hours a day, seven 
days a week, without realising that I need breaks.  They fail to realise that if 
office time ends at five pm, calling me for urgent work outside of office hours 
and on weekends is inconsiderate.

Ummi Kalthom Arshad.  
Translator and content consultant.  Former IT professional.

“
”

 I have to attend to everything about my business besides my housework and children.  During 
peak business seasons like New Years, I work like a crazy woman and my children become a big trou-
ble for my business as they demand the usual attention from their stressed-out mother.

K.  Yu.  
Homemaker for ten years.  Hairdresser and tailor.

“ ”
 Most family members think that what 
I do should not be taken seriously.  They 
also think I can afford to delay my work 
and attend to errands first.

Wan Chik Hanoom.  
Translator and content consultant.  Former 

social development officer.

“
”

You can see from the responses above that there are many 
reasons why women decide to continue their careers and 
why many other women quit their jobs to stay at home.  For 
those already at home, there are many reasons to work or not 
to work from home.  There are pros and cons to every option.  
Many of these women’s comments are probably exactly how 
you feel too.
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If you have a full-time job outside the home and are
constantly under stress due to work and family demands, your 
answers to some of the following questions are important.

These may be warning signs that all is not well with 
you and your family.

• Are you spending less and less time at home?
• Do your children miss you?
• Are you exhausted, frustrated, grouchy, tense or having 

trouble sleeping?
• Have you forgotten when was the last time you were 

intimate and romantic with your husband?
• Does leaving your children all the time make you feel 

anxious?
• Is your job very demanding and stressful?
• Is your working environment poor or unhealthy?
• Are you fed-up with your job?
• Do you feel helpless and taken advantage of at work?
• Do you work long and inconsistent hours?
• Do you feel you are unable to balance your career and 

family demands?
• Are you unhappy, moody, and depressed with negative 

thoughts?
• Are you addicted to social media?

SOME QUESTIONS

TO ASK YOURSELF

The more times you answered ‘yes’, the more dissatisfied you 
are.  It is time to evaluate your situation.
  
Maybe you are giving too much of yourself to your ca-
reer. Maybe you are away from home too much.
Maybe your children are crying out for your attention with 
their bad behaviour. Maybe your husband feels neglected. 
Maybe your marriage is adversely affected. Maybe you spend 
too much time on social media with your cyber-friends. May-
be the snippets of time you spend to take pictures of everything 
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 I have yet to hear a man ask for advice on how to combine marriage and a career.
      

Gloria Steinham, 
American feminist and activist

ISSUES TO

CONSIDER

If you are contemplating whether to return to work after 
childbirth or quit your job to be a homemaker for a few years, 
consider the following issues before you decide whether you 
should work or not.

Family Issues

Marriage stability/spousal support

• Is my marriage secure? 
• Am I in an abusive (mental and physical) marriage?
• Does he control all the household income?
• Are my husband, in-laws and immediate family 
        members supportive of what I do and who I am ?

The state of a mother’s marriage is a crucial factor.  When 
the marriage is secure and happy, a mother has freedom to 
pursue what she wants to do as her husband (besides in-laws 
and own immediate family) supports her decision.  They 
both might decide that she should spend more time at home 
with the children, rather than on her career.  On the other

“ ”

happening to you and then update in social media should be 
replaced with quiet time to meditate, reflect and empty the 
mind. Maybe you are not giving your family members qual-
ity attention when you are physically with them because you 
are too preoccupied with your smart phone.

If you confirm a ‘yes’ to the aforementioned questions, 
you have to make a decision — remain where you are, 
change jobs, ask your employer to let you telecommute, 
quit your job to work from home or be a homemaker.
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hand, if she decides to remain in her job or work from home, 
he will be willing to support her significantly by helping with 
parenting and household duties.

An important event for couples is becoming parents.  The 
addition of a child can be overwhelming until both husband 
and wife learn to adapt to their new addition.  Babies can 
be exhausting physically and emotionally.  New parents may 
not be prepared for the strain on their relationship caused by 
the baby.

Understanding and mutual support should weather this tem-
porary storm.  Besides the husband’s support, a woman with 
a new baby will need to consider whether she is able to cope 
physically, mentally and emotionally before she can decide 
to work.   

On the other hand, a mother who is in an unhappy or abu-
sive marriage does not have her spouse’s support.  In fact, 
the state of her marriage might be the main reason why she 
wants a change.  For some, a full-time career might be a way 
to ‘escape’ from the unpleasant reality of the home.  Others 
might want a way out of the marriage by either going back to 
the workforce or working from home to earn an income and 
become financially independent.

Childcare
• Do I have adequate, reliable, affordable childcare? 
• Do I have domestic help? Who is the best to ‘replace’ me?
• How long do I want to breastfeed?
• If I stop breastfeeding, how will my child get the best 

nutrition to grow?
• Is using the Internet and phone to stay connected with 

my family the best I can do as a mother, a spouse or a 
daughter because I am working overseas or in a city?
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Childcare for young children is an important aspect as every 
mother’s decision to work or not, whether from home or out-
side the home, depends on it.  Reliable and quality childcare 
will enable a mother to do what she does without worrying 
about the children. 

If you go back to work immediately after giving birth to your 
child, chances are you have to leave your child with your 
maid, babysitter, mother or mother-in-law.  Even if you work 
from home, some help is necessary if you have more than 
one young child.  This is especially so if your work requires 
complete concentration and uninterrupted periods of time 
to complete an assignment or if you are chasing customers’ 
deadlines for products.  Without help, you would have diffi-
culties coping with both work and childcare demands.

Most working mothers feel two strong emotions when they 
leave their children in the care of other women.  Guilt is one, 
as most feel that they are neglecting their children in some 
way.  Jealousy is another.  It is not easy seeing your child 
clinging to or bonding more closely with another woman.

If you are experiencing this, you need to acknowledge that 
such feelings are normal.  Instead, look upon your caregiver 
as valuable support in your present situation.  Spending more 
time alone with your children when you are not at work will 
also help alleviate the guilt and jealousy.  Patience, persever-
ance and co-operation with your caregiver will allow you to 
work, with the assurance that your child is cared for and able 
to grow in a positive, stable environment. 

The special-needs child/elderly person/spouse

• Do I have a ‘special-needs’ child who demands my atten-
tion for her growth and health?
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• Do I have an elderly family member who needs constant 
care but I can’t trust a maid to do it properly when no 
adult is at home?

• Who do I trust to take care of my spouse who needs spe-
cial care due to accident or illness?

Your special-needs dependant could suffer from a terminal 
or serious illness.  She may require varying degrees of spe-
cial care if she has cancer, Down’s Syndrome, cerebral palsy, 
or other chronic illnesses or learning disabilities.  Although 
some families can afford professional care and special 
schools, many mothers choose to spend their time with their 
children, elderly dependants, or spouse, making the home as 
comfortable as possible for them.

Only you will know what is best for you and your fam-
ily and whether or not you should take on the role of a 

caregiver or a breadwinner.

Some mothers work from home while taking care of special 
children.  Others do not have this option, as their children 
need constant care.  There are those that are only ready to 
work after grieving for their children who died of illnesses.  
Such mothers are pillars of strength.  They are constant re-
minders to those of us who are blessed with healthy children.  

Personal Issues

Priorities

• What is important in my life?
• What can I do with the important things in my life?
• Is making money or having a steady income more import-

ant than my marriage and children’s development?
• Is my career and personal development more important 

than anything else?
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• When setting priorities, do I myself ever feature in my 
own plan?

There are many issues to consider when we decide what it 
is we want.  The decision is daunting, especially if you are 
a single mother, physically disabled, divorced, widowed, or 
feel that you are in a powerless, helpless situation.  You may 
not be able to do everything you want.  

Prioritising your needs and wants will help you focus on 
what is important in your life.  Pursue your priorities. Re-
member that family life should not be severely compromised 
if you decide to work.  

All our priorities are the same when it comes to the needs 
of our children, as caring for them is the most basic of our 
motherhood responsibilities.  However, if you are in an abu-
sive marriage, do consider the effect the abuse has on you 
and your children if you stay in the relationship.  Is your 
children’s emotional health or financial security your main 
priority?

The number of children is also a determining factor when 
setting priorities.  If you have three children under five years 
old and you have just quit your job to be a homemaker, focus 
on your children first.  Get your home life organised before 
thinking about working from home.  Set up your home-
based business only if you really need the money or you have 
reliable domestic help.  If you really want to do it, you should 
start with something small.  Build it up as your children get 
older.

The sacrifice

• Knowing my priorities, what am I willing to let go?  
Money?  Home?  Career?  Family welfare? Self-fulfil-
ment? Happiness?
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• What are my present commitments?
• What are my long-term goals?
• Do I want to be a distant parent, spouse, daughter just 

to make more money overseas or in the city?
• (Teen mom) Should I sacrifice my schooling to take 

care of my child?
• Is ‘time with family’ a good sacrifice for ‘more money 

earned’?

“Mothers who have sacrificed their careers and ambitions for 
their children seem to have ‘no life’ because they have given 
up everything to be the best that they can be for their chil-
dren.”  How true is this statement? 

 ‘Sacrifice’ is a personal issue that transcends all expectations.  
For example, if we sacrifice our careers now, we will perhaps 
have happier children.  But, we may pay for sacrificing our 
careers later when we ourselves become unhappy.  

‘Sacrifice’ is a matter of how a mother prioritises things that 
are important to her.  What she ‘sacrifices’ and how she sees 
her ‘sacrifice’ is a personal choice.  What may be a sacrifice 
for one may not be to another.  A mother who forgoes a new 
dress to buy books for her child may feel that she has made a 
wise choice.  Another may buy the dress instead of the books, 
as her children can get books from the library and she is un-
willing to give up her personal needs.

The best way to look at what to ‘sacrifice’ is to view a choice 
as a long-term investment.  When we make a decision for 
long-term gains, everything that we have to make do with-
out should contribute to the achievement of the goal.  In the 
process of raising children, especially, we can stand to gain a 
lot or to lose it all.
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Personal Limit

• Can I manage by myself without family support?
• Can I stand the homesickness when I go overseas or to 

a city to work?
• How much physical stamina and mental strength do I 

have?
• How much emotional strength do I need to deal with the 

competing interests in my life?
• (Teen mom) Should I get an older friend to advise me?  

Should I open my mind to listen more?  
• Should I join programs which offer special assistance?

In order to work successfully, either full-time outside or 
from home, we need to know what is manageable and what is 
not.  You do not have to prove yourself to others, especially to 
those who think they know it all when it comes to marriage 
and motherhood.  NOBODY can work full-time, cook excel-
lent dinners each night, make all the birthday cakes for the 
family, clean the house every Sunday, and still smile sweetly 
at her husband every day.  

Unnecessary and insensitive comments can be destructive, 
especially if you are feeling low.  Be strong!  Do the best you 
can without exhausting yourself.  Nothing can take away 
what you have, so do not let your happiness go. 

The special status mother

• Am I single, divorced, widowed, or a teen mom?
• Am I physically disabled? 
• Does my illness require rest and a very supportive envi-

ronment?  
• Are there chronic problems with my physical health 

which I have been neglecting?
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Mothers who can answer ‘yes’ to any of these questions need 
extra help and support from others, especially from friends 
and relatives.  Single mothers may need to work full-time 
outside or from home in order to support themselves and 
their children.  Working from home might be the best in-
come-generation option for those who are physically dis-
abled or have chronic illnesses. 

Physical and emotional trauma may cause depression if not 
checked.  It is important to seek help and support as doing 
this alone can be too overwhelming.  If you require help, 
reach out and ask.  Others may not know you need help until 
you ask.  There are many religious groups, women’s organ-
isations and support groups, non-profit programs who can 
offer counselling, guidance, resources to change and also 
special assistance.  Just ask. 

It is important to heal ourselves emotionally before we think 
about work.  Many times, however, we do not have the luxu-
ry of choice.  We need to both earn an income and heal at the 
same time.  Rely on your inner strength if you are not getting 
enough help.  Know that you will see through the worst and 
come out of it a stronger person.  Be resourceful and creative.  
When you feel more positive and confident, you will be able 
to think more logically about what to do next.  

Mental Health

• What is my emotional state?
• Am I stable?  How is my self-confidence?
• Do I have constant negative thoughts?
• Do others affect my thinking seriously? Are there
       positive people around me?
• Am I able to adapt and be resourceful with the changes 

in my life?
• Do I have support from friends and people I can trust? 
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As their bodies slowly adjust back to normal hormonal lev-
els, new mothers often suffer from ‘post-natal blues’.  A sur-
prisingly common outcome is depression, which can range 
from pre-menstrual-like symptoms to more severe chemical 
imbalances.  The stresses of becoming a mother while jug-
gling the endless demands of home, child and spouse may be 
too much for some.

Depression could also happen to those taking care of chron-
ically ill, special-needs children or the elderly for a long pe-
riod without a break.  Those who have been physically or 
mentally abused also experience this.

Some homemakers want to prove to society that they are not 
just homemakers, but women with many talents.  In trying to 
prove their abilities to others, they may exhaust themselves 
by working long hours from home besides taking care of the 
family and assuming other social roles.  When they cannot 
finish what they want to do or fail to meet others’ expecta-
tions, they feel anxious, worried and become depressed.  The 
depression deepens as they struggle to overcompensate for 
what they feel they have lost – their own abilities.

Many have made the mistake of wanting everything all the 
time.  Remember that we cannot do everything perfectly at 
once.  If we try to, something has to ‘give’.  It may be our 
sanity, our health, our marriage or our children.  Our mental 
and emotional health must be taken care of before we prove 
ourselves to others (see Chapter Two on self-esteem).

Some tell-tale signs of depression:

• Feeling depressed or moody most of the time. 
• Disturbed appetite or over-eating, with change in weight.
• Insomnia or disturbed sleep. 
• Loss of interest in previously pleasurable activities; inability to enjoy usual 

hobbies or activities. 
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• Fatigue; loss of energy. 
• Feeling worthless; excessive and/or inappropriate guilt. 
• Difficulty in concentrating or thinking clearly. 
• Morbid or suicidal thoughts or self-destructive actions. 

Although you may not be suffering from all of the above 
symptoms, you could be suffering from exhaustion.  Get 
counselling and/or take a long rest.  If your depressive symp-
toms become more severe, it is wise to seek professional help 
immediately.  Many women feel they will be stigmatised if 
they seek help.  Be courageous.  Your health and your life are 
at stake here.   

Financial Situation

• What is my present financial situation?
• Do I feel comfortable or anxious over my future?
• Can my children and I depend on my spouse’s income 

alone?
• How do I sustain home expenses if I start my own busi-

ness?
• Do I need to supplement household income for the chil-

dren’s education or other commitments?
• Am I financially secure now and would I be in the future 

as a single mother?
Your financial situation will certainly affect your deci-
sion-making.  In many cases, this is one of the major reasons 
mothers decide on one option over another (see Chapter 
Three on budgeting).

A happily married, dual-income couple might have the op-
tion for the wife to quit her full-time job and stay at home 
with the children, even though they lose her regular income.  
Should she decide to start a home-based business, they 
would be able to afford the start-up capital.  She has the sup-
port and understanding of her husband.  They will tighten 
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their financial belts together.

A mother with teenage children might want to consider 
working part-time if she wants to spend as much time as 
possible at home and yet earn some money to supplement 
her husband’s salary.  If she needs to hire domestic help while 
she works, she could afford a maid.

However, those of us who are single mothers often do not 
have any choice but to work.  Our financial situation deter-
mines whether we work full-time or part-time, outside the 
home or at home, with or without domestic help.  If we de-
cide to start a home-based business, we have to plan carefully 
and develop our business.  We must raise the start-up capital 
but also ensure that we have the necessary funds to live while 
waiting for the business to become profitable enough to pay 
for living expenses.

Each of us must consider our individual financial condition.  
In the end, we have to make the decision for ourselves, as we 
know our own situation best.

There are four ways you can work:
• Part-time outside of home.
• Full-time outside of home.
• From home (homebusiness/consultancy, telecommute).
• Leave country and go overseas, or leave village and go to 

a city for cash employment.

It is important to decide on the type of work involved.  Your 
decision will also take into account whether you want to con-
tinue pursuing the same career, or try something completely 
different.  Some mothers make a complete change in career 
by starting home-based businesses in other fields.  Others 
consider different options as they cope with different sets of 
demands from their growing children.

WORKING 

AGAIN
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Things such as the death of a family member, disability, teen 
pregnancy or divorce are often beyond our control.  Deny-
ing the negative happenings or blaming others will only stop 
you from moving on to live your life. Accept what has hap-
pened including your own role. The mistakes made or wrong 
decisions are life’s lessons. Everyone makes mistakes, how we 
learn from them to plan our next moves makes the difference 
in our life.

DO NOT BLAME YOURSELF. LEAVE THE PAST 
BEHIND.

LEARN THE GOOD THINGS AND THE NEGATIVE 
THINGS.

BE SMARTER AND STRONGER. 
MOVE ON. BE A WINNER IN LIFE.   

If you have to generate income or make a drastic deci-
sion about home and work life, do get as much support as 
possible to be emotionally strong before deciding upon any 
plan of action. 
 
On the opposite page is a flowchart illustrating the 
decision-making process.

Once you have decided to work from home, consider the 
different decision aspects relevant to your situation.  These 
aspects include, but are not limited to, family, personal, 
physical, mental and financial factors.  Discuss your options 
with your loved ones, close friends, and professionals with 
particular expertise or know-how.

THE PROCESS
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If you decide to work from home, the next step is to 
identify your skills and aptitudes.  Ask yourself, “What skills do 
I have to generate income?” and, “What aptitudes do I have for 
certain fields?”
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Get support from people who will be able to help you in this.  
You will need honest comments from them.  People in your 
personal network, as well as professional skills and aptitude 
tests, will give you information and ideas. 

With all the ideas, information and support, your next step is 
to weigh your options.  Consider the advantages and disad-
vantages of your various options.  Write them down in order 
for you to see clearly the pros and cons of your options.  Keep 
weighing the advantages and disadvantages as you take into 
consideration any new factors. 

Then you will need to explore how and what to do to act on 
your chosen option.  Consider all relevant aspects and the 
need to balance family and work in order to crystallise your 
decision.

Finally, take the plunge and work from home!  All the thinking 
and planning will be no good if not translated into action.

Communication
Communication is foremost in the whole decision-making 
process.  If communication is lacking or unsatisfactory be-
tween you and your spouse, children and family, your deci-
sion will not garner the support it deserves, since they will 
not be fully informed.  

It is especially important to communicate your needs, 
desires and any unhappiness to your spouse.  Maintain 
two-way communication.  Talk things out, including your 
options, and reach any decision together.  Ensure that both of 
you are able to meet the demands of home and work.

Communication is even more crucial when you encoun-
ter difficulties in following your decided path.  If you are a 
single mother, communicate with your children and get their 
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An example
The following example demonstrates how one woman 
made her decision, using steps based on the above process: 

Lina has been a homemaker for the past 20 years.  She has 
three children.  Her eldest is working and her second child is 
studying in a private college.  Her youngest child had a debil-
itating illness since birth requiring constant care, but recently 
died at the age of 15.  Suddenly, after all these years of devoting 
her life to taking care of her household and children, especial-
ly her youngest child, Lina was at a loss about what to do with 
her life.

Her family members were independent now.  Her husband 
had his own career and was supportive of Lina in whatever she 
wanted to do.  Her extended family felt that Lina should ‘treat’ 
herself by following whatever path made her feel fulfilled as a 
person.

Lina wanted to ‘do something’ after all these years at home.  
She was uncertain, as she had been out of touch with the 
working world.  However, she felt it was her turn to do some-
thing for herself after taking care of her husband’s and chil-
dren’s needs.  So, she gave her own needs the top priority in 
her decision-making.

Emotionally, Lina needed some time to grieve over the death 
of her child.  She also wanted to contribute financially to her 
household.  The care of her youngest child had taken a toll 
on their financial resources.  Furthermore, her second child 

support. Build a network of support including your parents, 
siblings, extended family and friends.

Do not keep emotions pent-up inside.  This becomes 
destructive.  Anger is not a bad thing as long as it is 
channelled POSITIVELY and dealt with.  Talk to someone!
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needed funds to continue his college education.  Her hus-
band’s salary was just enough to meet their basic ongoing 
expenses.

Lina spent six months taking things easy and mak-
ing new friends while grieving over her child’s death.  
In the meantime, she embarked on the process of making the 
right decision. She wrote down her priorities:

Lina, her husband and their children discussed what Lina 
should do.  They felt that she was on the right track in her 
decision-making.  They assured her of their support.

Lina’s family helped her identify her aptitude and skills.  Lina 
also sought her close friends’ and relatives’ input on this.  
They all felt that it would be difficult for Lina to look for a 
job outside the home as it had been so long since she was 
employed.  They came up with the following list when con-
sidering her working options:

Lina’s priorities
• Be happy and fulfilled.
• ‘Do something’ for myself.
• Take care of family.
• Get over grief for child.
• Help contribute 
       financially.

Advantages of working
• Make money!
• Keep busy.
• Keep out loneliness.
• Pursue own interests.
• Make new friends.

Disadvantages of working
• Less time for family 
     and home.

     Decision: WORK!

As the advantages of working outweighed the disadvantages, 
Lina then considered whether to work from home by listing 
this option’s pros and cons:

Advantages of working from 
home
• Own boss; no need to 

start from bottom of 
company’s hierarchy.

• Flexibility of schedule .
• In control of household.
• Home for husband and 

children .

Disadvantages of working 
from home
• Income inconsistent. 
• Division between work 

and home, time and 
space is lacking.

Decision: WORK FROM 
     HOME!
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Her best option was working from home, preferably in a 
home-based business.  As Lina is very good at cooking and 
baking, she was keen to have her business in one of these 
areas.  She and her family checked on the viability of her go-
ing into this business. Lina also considered the associated 
pros and cons.  After much deliberation, she decided that she 
would go into baking and cater the occasional function.  She 
then looked into the steps required in order to properly and 
legally set up her business.  Finally, with all her homework 
done, Lina took the plunge and started her new business.

USEFUL TIPS Here are some pointers to assist you in making your deci-
sion.  They are not conclusive but are practical tips to keep 
in mind.

• Having ‘everything’ is not ‘everything’. Making more 
money to buy more, bigger and better things may not be 
the best for the family. Having you being there can be the 
best of ‘everything’.  Health, safety, family harmony and 
bonding cannot be monetized and are often forgotten in 
our grand plans for life.

• Do not compare.  Your situation and another wom-
an’s will be very different.  Do not gauge yourself against 
what others are doing or experiencing.  Remember that 
every woman’s life is unique.  The important thing is to 
look at yourself and assess your situation as best you can.

• Balance, balance, balance.  Keep a balanced view of 
your priorities and decisions.  Too much of one life ele-
ment can mean too little of something else.  Remember 
that you cannot have everything at the same time.  Know 
what you really want and work towards that.  Do not try 
to be a superwoman.
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• Lose balance once in a while. There are times when 
life and work elements are not harmonious. It is OK, 
don’t feel bad about it. Just focus and keep moving for-
ward on the path you have chosen.

• Be ruthless in prioritization. Sometimes, you have to 
say ‘no’ to everything else in order to keep one top priori-
ty in focus and devote all your time and energy to it even 
if it is at the risk of upsetting certain people or sacrificing 
something you treasure.

• If there is a will, there is a way.  Although we have 
to work within our limitations, no problem is too dif-
ficult to solve.  Assess what can or cannot be done.  Be 
resourceful and solve problems. And miracles always 
happen when we concentrate our wills towards getting 
something we want. Believe and you shall receive.

• Love your work. Don’t just work for money, develop 
a ‘fire’ to do the best when you earn money. There is no 
need to ‘juggle’ work and life obligations if you love and 
enjoy every thing you do.

• Respect your decision and stick to it.  Ultimately, it 
is a personal decision.  Once you have made it, follow 
through and do not give up.

• Trust in yourself.  Trust and belief in oneself is amongst 
the keys to making a good decision.  Bear in mind that in 
spite of obstacles, you should do what is best and what is 
right for all.  Remember to listen to yourself.

• Identify and overcome barriers.  Be realistic in iden-
tifying barriers.  Do not be too optimistic or unneces-
sarily pessimistic.  Once you know what obstacles must 
be overcome, take concrete steps to conquer them. Find 

 Strength does not come 
from physical capacity; it comes 
from an indomitable will.
`   

Mahatma Gandhi,
 Indian independence leader and 

human rights activist

“ ”
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  different ways to solve a problem or look at the 
      problem at different angles in order to come out with 
     new solutions. Use imagination to come out with 
     win-win-win solutions.

• Research and plan to reduce risks.  Do your home-
work.  Do not jump to a decision on impulse.  Do re-
search and investigate options.  Make well-thought-out 
plans in order to reduce risks.

• Anticipate your options.  Knowing that you have 
many exciting options to look forward to will boost your 
confidence and enthusiasm for working towards what 
you want.

• Drop the guilt.  Do not let others make you feel guilty 
about your decision.  Trust your own feelings. Only you 
know what is best for your family and yourself. 

• Drop excuses.  You owe it to yourself to have the best 
and do the best for yourself.  Staying in a situation that is 
not good for you will only cause stress and create prob-
lems with self-esteem, confidence and health.  Get rid of 
the reasons you give yourself for staying unhappy and 
frustrated.  Move on with life! 

• Do not idealise your previous situation.  Making 
a decision means making a change.  Things might not 
turn out exactly as you had envisioned them to be.  Do 
not look back to your previous situation such as being a 
senior manager who can boss the subordinates. See the 
pleasant memories in the past, and harness the skills and 

Life is like riding a bicycle. To keep your balance you must keep moving.
Albert Einstein ”“

A man is but the product of his thoughts. What he thinks, he becomes.
 Gandhi ”“
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knowledge you acquire in your new lifestyle.  Always re-
member the things that made you decide on a change in
the first place.

• Realise that change involves trade-offs.  Again, you 
need to be realistic and honest.  Remind yourself that 
you have to give up certain things to gain what you want 
in the end!

• Dare to fail.  Motherhood in modern times means tri-
als and errors.  Do not get overly anxious if your option 
turns out to be unworkable.  Pick up the pieces and begin 
again.  Try another option.  No pain, no gain.

• Dare to change.  Do not remain stagnant in a job or 
family situation just for security.  As scary as you think 
changes are, it is even worse to remain unhappy.

• Dare to be me. As much as we love and respect our 
family especially our parents, there are times we have to 
live our own life by making decisions unpopular to the 
family.  

• Dare to dream. If you have a dream to become an 
entrepreneur, you owe it to yourself to at least try to do 
something different.  This way, you will not look back 
one day and regret not having tried.

• Take immediate actions. As much as you need time 
to heal, think of solutions and build support, don’t let 
time slide pass in endless indecisions and inertia. Too 
many excuses mean no actions to make changes in life. 
The more one delays a needed action to get out of a sit-
uation, the longer one stays in the undesirable situa-
tion, and the longer one has to bear with the negativity. 

"Twenty years from now you 
will be more disappointed by 

the things that you 
didn’t do than by the ones you 
did do. So, throw off the bow-
lines. Sail away from the safe 

harbour. Catch the trade winds 
in your sails. Explore.  Dream.  

Discover."
    
   

Mark Twain, American 
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• Remember: the beginning steps towards a changed 
path are always the hardest to take. You have to learn 
new things and face new challenges. But the path be-
comes easier and easier as you walk on. 

• Be happy. Find ways to see life and think about 
situations in a positive way. Find joy in small achieve-
ments. Find joy in living. Happiness in the heart brings 
health and rewards from all aspects of life especially 
family support.

• Love yourself too.  You are one, and the most precious 
of all. Don’t forget to move all elements for your family 
to love you for you no matter how long it takes. 

• Today is a brand new day. No matter how tough life 
is, every day brings hopes and joy. You can and you will.

Life as a mother becomes more and more challenging by 
the day, whether as a career woman, a divorcee, a widow, a 
disabled person or at menopause.  We rely on our inborn 
instincts and skills in order to survive present challenges.

We need to determine what is important to us.  For those 
with children of any age, or who are planning to have more, it 
is crucial to do what is best for ALL concerned.  As mothers, 
we have to provide, to love and to give.  At the same time, we 
must not neglect our marriages or ourselves.

There are no perfect scenarios for mothers to meet daily 
demands.  Whatever we can do, we should do to the very 
best of our ability.  It is matter of priority and balance, in the 
choices we make.

CONCLUSION

Of all the rights of women, 
the greatest is to be a mother.

Lin Yü-tang, 
Chinese-American writer

“ ”
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When you look into the mirror, do you like what 
you see?  When you talk, do you like your voice?  
When you compare yourself with others, do you 

feel that you have done as well as they have?  Can you accept 
others as they are?  Can you handle your daily tasks without 
feeling helpless or overwhelmed?  Are you relaxed in your 
daily routine?  

If the answers to the above questions are ‘yes’, then you have 
a high level of self-esteem.

Not all of us possess a high level of self-esteem.  Whether 
high or low, our self-esteem level may not remain constant 
throughout our lives – life is full of twists and turns and we 
sometimes find our self-esteem eroding due to a change in 
our fortune or circumstances.

If we find ourselves with low self-esteem, we can do some-
thing to improve it.  We can build on it and maintain it at the 
level we desire.  All we need is a better awareness of our atti-
tude and behaviour and a constant effort to make improve-
ments in those areas that could enhance our self-esteem.  In 
other words, we need to be prepared to make changes to 
ourselves.

Self-Esteem
HealthCheck

Feeling Good About Yourself

By Chong Sheau Ching 
      Chan Swee Lin
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WHAT YOU WILL 
LEARN

• How to determine your present self-esteem level.
• What factors affect self-esteem.
• What traits indicate high and low self-esteem.
• How to improve your self-esteem.

THE WAY WE ARE  We are the sum total of our physical, mental, emotional and 
spiritual well-being.  ‘Self-esteem’ is how we feel about our-
selves.  It is the belief we have in ourselves physically, mental-
ly, emotionally and spiritually.  It encompasses  ‘self-image’ 
(the way we perceive ourselves) and ‘self-worth’ (the value 
we place on ourselves).

Self-esteem is measured on a scale.  At the two extreme ends 
are the highest and lowest levels, whereas in between are the 
various degrees.  

Having a high level of self-esteem means we are comfortable 
with who we are.  We like the way we look, sound, behave 
and how others perceive us.  We are confident and self-as-
sured.  We are also assertive about our wants and needs. Our 
interaction with others is honest and direct.

Having a high level of self-esteem fuels us to achieve greater 
personal, family and community goals.  We have a zest for 
life, find delight in everyday living and are able to create joy 
around us.  If we feel good about ourselves, we build a reser-
voir of inner strength that helps us cope with life-changing 
crises.

On the other hand, a person with a low level of self-es-
teem has a lot of self-doubt (“I don’t know if I can do that”), 
self-hatred (“I hate being so stupid”) and self-deprecation (“I 
don’t have any brains”).  She often finds it hard to get along 
with others because she tends to be distrustful and critical 
of others.



38

Self-Esteem Health Check
   Feeling Good About Yourself

Find out your self-esteem level by doing the self-evaluation 
exercise below. Put a tick next to the statements that best de-
scribe you.

Section A

Physical image

 ☐ I am unattractive.
 ☐ I do not like my voice.
 ☐ I should be taller, shorter, fairer, etc.
 ☐ I wish I looked like someone else.

Attitude and behaviour

 ☐ I am not as good as others.
 ☐ I am often stressed out.
 ☐ I worry a lot.
 ☐ I am afraid of taking risks.
 ☐ I am not in control of my situation.
 ☐ I expect someone to make decisions for me.
 ☐ I am afraid I will break down at any time.
 ☐ I am incapable of looking after myself.
 ☐ I need a man to take care of me.
 ☐ I feel that people are out to get me.
 ☐ I think that life has not been fair to me.
 ☐ I believe people will not like me if they get to know more about me.
 ☐ I need others’ approval in everything I do.
 ☐ I live out my dreams through my children.
 ☐ I cannot accept my failures and mistakes.
 ☐ I am often ashamed of what I am doing.
 ☐ I see situations from a negative angle.
 ☐ I am often angry with others and myself.
 ☐ I find it hard to ask others to do things for me.
 ☐ I cannot say ‘no’ to others without feeling guilty.

WHERE ARE YOU 
NOW
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 ☐ I am shy.
 ☐ I frequently blame others for my problems.
 ☐ I seldom say good things about others.
 ☐ I do not forgive others easily.
 ☐ I am defensive and angry when others try to help me improve.
 ☐ I see suggestions as criticism of my capability.
 ☐ I find it hard to support or encourage others.
 ☐ I am envious of others’ good fortune or success.
 ☐ I have many fears.
 ☐ I would rather accept the blame for others’ mistakes than defend my inno-

cence.
 ☐ I am hot-tempered.  Sometimes, I do not understand why I lash out at 

others.
 ☐ I do things haphazardly, irregularly and without planning.
 ☐ I often back out of a commitment.
 ☐ I let others, including my husband, tell me that I am no good.
 ☐ I let my children take advantage of me instead of being firm with them.
 ☐ I let my family treat me like a maid.
 ☐ I cut people off in the middle of a sentence.
 ☐ I allow myself to be physically and verbally abused by my spouse.

Body language

 ☐ I do not make eye contact when speaking.
 ☐ I walk with my shoulders slumped forward and my eyes cast down.
 ☐ I frequently flutter my hands while I talk.
 ☐ I laugh nervously.
 ☐ I chew my lower lip when I am under stress.
 ☐ I speak in a tense manner and my voice sounds shrill and unnatural.
 ☐ I frequently cross and uncross my legs when seated.
 ☐ I always fold my arms tightly across my chest.
 ☐ I clench my fists while walking or standing.
 ☐ I twitch my facial muscles involuntarily.
 ☐ I carry my body stiffly most of the time.
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Lifestyle and health
 ☐ I neglect my physical or mental health.
 ☐ I do not eat nutritious food or exercise regularly.
 ☐ I do not get enough rest.
 ☐ I do not have enough recreation.
 ☐ I do not have a hobby or a special interest.
 ☐ I do not play sports, games or get physically active.
 ☐ I suffer from a chronic illness like hypertension, peptic ulcers or depres-

sion.

Choice of words

 ☐ I engage in negative self-talk such as “I am good for nothing” and “I don’t 
have any good  qualities”.

 ☐ I say things like “I can’t”, “I think” and “Maybe I will” frequently.
 ☐ I seldom say “I want” and “I need”.
 ☐ I seldom say “I”.  Instead I use “we” or call myself “mother of my eldest son”, 

etc. 
 ☐ I say sarcastic things to others such as “You think you are so good?”
 ☐ I often offend others with my words.
 ☐ I easily take offence and make impulsive remarks to others.
 ☐ I find it hard to say, “I’m sorry” even when I am in the wrong.  I expect the 

offended party to interpret my silence as remorse.

Now do the same for Section B.

Section B

Physical image

 ☐ I am comfortable with the way I look
 ☐ I do not wish to look like someone else.
 ☐ I accept everything about myself.
 ☐ I want others to accept me as I am.
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Attitude and behaviour

 ☐ I am in control of my life.
 ☐ I am unique and special.
 ☐ I am comfortable with my strengths and weaknesses.
 ☐ I will build on my strengths
 ☐ I will overcome my weaknesses.
 ☐ I am free from internal stress.
 ☐ I can take charge of my own life.
 ☐ I am independent and self-reliant.
 ☐ I assume personal responsibility for all my actions.
 ☐ I like what I do and am content with what I have.
 ☐ I believe people like me for what I am.
 ☐ I have a clear purpose in life.
 ☐ I know my family appreciates me.
 ☐ I accept the fact that nobody, including me, is perfect.
 ☐ I do not need others’ approval to feel good about myself.
 ☐ I would like to be me if I had my life to live all over again.
 ☐ I take pride in being a homemaker.
 ☐ I have so much to look forward to in life.
 ☐ I am not afraid of growing old.
 ☐ I believe there is good in everything I do.
 ☐ I am trustworthy, dependable and adaptable.
 ☐ I am self-motivated.
 ☐ I live in peace and harmony with others and myself.
 ☐ I find it easy to interact with others. 
 ☐ I am honest and direct in my interaction with others.
 ☐ I am happy if others succeed.
 ☐ I can take ‘no’ for an answer.
 ☐ I can say ‘no’ to others without feeling guilty.
 ☐ I can bounce back in a difficult situation.
 ☐ I am not afraid to take risks for a worthy purpose.
 ☐ I am not afraid of being alone.
 ☐ I have established my goals in life.
 ☐ I am not afraid of changes.
 ☐ I do not crack under stress.
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 ☐ I try to resolve my differences with others amicably.
 ☐ I find it easy to support or encourage others.
 ☐ I celebrate others’ good fortune or success.
 ☐ I have my spouse’s, children’s and other family members’ respect.
 ☐ I do not allow anyone to belittle me.
 ☐ I would not allow myself to be physically abused by my spouse.
 ☐ I have a great capacity for compassion and empathy.
 ☐ I assert my rights and express my needs.
 ☐ I practise the policy of ‘forgive and forget’.

Body language

 ☐ I make eye contact with others when I speak.
 ☐ I walk with my shoulders squared but relaxed and my eyes looking forward.
 ☐ I keep my hands relaxed by my side while I talk and only use them to make 

a point.
 ☐ I smile a lot.
 ☐ I keep my mouth relaxed when I am not speaking.
 ☐ I speak in a relaxed manner; my voice is even and my tone modulated.

Lifestyle and health

 ☐ I eat nutritious food.
 ☐ I have a regular exercise programme.
 ☐ I maintain mental fitness by keeping a healthy emotional state.
 ☐ I enhance my recreation time with a hobby.
 ☐ I like taking up a special interest to stimulate my mind with a new challenge.
 ☐ I play sports and games to diffuse stress.
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Choice of words
 ☐ I seldom allow myself to engage in negative self-talk.
 ☐ I use words like “I can”, “I will” and “I am” frequently.
 ☐ I state what I want clearly and honestly.
 ☐ I am tactful about others’ personal, cultural and religious sensitivities.
 ☐ I show empathy towards others’ situations by saying things like “I under-

stand how you feel.”

How do you score?

If most of your ticks are in Section A, your self-esteem can use 
some improvement.  You have high self-esteem if you can iden-
tify yourself with most of the statements in Section B.  In reality, 
most of us have ticks in both sections.  The task before us is to 
increase the number of ticks in Section B.

SELF-ESTEEM
KILLERS AND  

BUILDERS

Childhood and adult experiences shape our personality and 
character, contributing to our self-esteem level, making us who 
we are.  If our childhood experiences have been happy and en-
riching with abundant love to meet emotional needs, we grow 
up with self-assurance and a positive image of ourselves.  This 
results in a high level of self-esteem.  On the other hand, a trau-
matic experience early in life gives us emotional scars, thus often 
resulting in low self-esteem.

Similarly, if our experiences in adult years continue to be positive, 
we will continue to have high self-esteem.  On the other hand, we 
will experience the same level of low self-esteem nurtured from 
our childhood if our adult life experiences are negative.

Even those of us who had high self-esteem in childhood can suf-
fer a drop in self-worth and self-image in adulthood.  An unex-
pected turn of events such as losing a job, the death of a loved 
one, a divorce, a major accident, contracting a serious disease or 
losing a lot of money can erode our self-esteem.  Marital instabil-
ity and financial problems are a lethal mix of self-esteem killers.
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Tracking down the self-esteem killers

Here are some common sources of self-esteem killers:

Me

 / When I choose to believe others’ negative talk about me.
 / When I engage in negative self-talk.
 / When I choose to indulge in self-pity.
 / When I blame others for the state I am in.
 / When I refuse to admit that I need help in the face of 

insurmountable problems. 
 / When I am adjusting to hormonal changes in my body 

such as the onset of menopause.
 / When I feel that I am no longer attractive to my husband.
 / When I have a prolonged illness and I am depressed over 

it.
 / When I have a physical disability.

Your environment

 / When people abuse me – verbally, mentally, emotionally 
or physically.

 / When cultural norms dictate that my role as a woman is 
inferior to that of a man’s.

 / When people around me see me as a bad wife/mother/
daughter/sister because I cannot fulfil their expectations.

 / When I believe that I should care for and please every-
one except myself.

 / When society discriminates against me because of my 
sex, colour or upbringing.

 / When people use my inadequacies as an excuse to hurt 
or betray me.

 / When my spouse deliberately makes me feel inferior, so 
that he can control me.

 / When my children take advantage of me to satisfy their 
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 � whims and fancies.
 / When I am left to fend for my children and myself be-

cause my spouse left me.
 / When I feel that I cannot cope with the pressure of keep-

ing up with others’ successes.
 / When an inferiority complex, characteristic of my par-

ticular family or community, is passed from one genera-
tion to another as a norm.

 / When I am being constantly criticised for the way I cook 
or manage the household chores.

 / When things are not going well and I am under stress.
 / When my finances become worse.
 / When my husband commits adultery or no longer takes 

an interest in me.
 / When my husband unfavourably compares me with oth-

ers.

Living in these times, we face a totally different set of prob-
lems than our grandmothers’ generation.  More is expected 
from us because we are better-educated and therefore have 
more potential to generate income.

When a mother with a high-powered job and large income 
stops work to stay home, she often faces very negative re-
actions from the people around her, especially her family.  
The older members – in particular the women – are often 
the ones who raise the strongest objections.  They consider 
homemakers inferior to working women because of the lack 
of income. To them personal wealth is equated with power, 
therefore a homemaker who has little personal wealth has 
little say at home.

Homemakers in lower-income families are saddled with 
household chores and caring for the children as well as other 
members of the family.  Their unpaid work is often unappre-
ciated by their husbands and society.  The mix of low status, 

For homemakers
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lack of personal income and lack of appreciation hurts their 
self-esteem.

As a homemaker, have some of these situations destroyed 
your self-esteem?

 / When people tell me that I have wasted the time and 
money spent on my education. 

 / When my family thinks that I am wasting my life be-
cause I am not generating an income.

 / When my home-based business is seen as inferior to my 
previous career.

 / When I am house-bound because I am looking after a 
disabled child/elderly dependant.

 / When years of staying at home have narrowed my circle 
of friends and I lack the confidence to meet new people.

How low can you go?

Having low self-esteem robs us of the joy of living.  It is like 
living in a dark, endless tunnel.  Everything about us is cold 
and hopeless.  We find no delight in being who we are and 
doing what we do.

Over time, our self-worth will be eroded and we could suffer 
from depression.  We constantly feel overwhelmed and sui-
cidal thoughts are not far away.  At this point, we will need 
counselling and medical care.

 
Case study

Ruma became a homemaker right after Form Five.  Every-
thing seemed perfect until her husband’s salary was greatly 
reduced in an economic recession.  Ruma was devastated 
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when her husband complained that things would not have 
been so bad if she had had a job.  She accepted her husband’s 
accusations and believed she was part of the cause.
The stress at home led to quarrels and fist fights.  Her role 
as the ideal wife and homemaker was shattered by the turn 
of events.  Ruma’s self-esteem took a plunge because she felt 
responsible for the family’s economic hardship.  She felt she 
was to blame for her husband’s unhappiness, as she could not 
make him happy.

She tried to help out by looking for a job, but without qual-
ifications and work experience she could not find one.  This 
worsened her already low self-esteem.  Anger, guilt, fear and 
confusion overwhelmed her.  Gradually, she began to take 
her frustrations out on her children.  She screamed at them 
for small mistakes and whacked them for larger ones.  This 
did not ease her own frustration but only made her feel 
worse.

One day, her husband told her he was leaving her and their 
children because he could no longer find any happiness at 
home.  Ruma felt the devastating effects of betrayal and 
abandonment.  She believed she had failed miserably as a 
wife and mother.  In her utter sorrow, she saw that she had 
failed everyone around her.  She just wanted to kill herself.

We can improve our present low self-esteem level if we can 
see it as a starting point to acquire a higher level of self-es-
teem.  The first thing we have to do is take charge of our lives.

THE CLIMB TO 
THE TOP IS 

WORTH YOUR 
EFFORT
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When we are in the ‘driver’s seat of life’, we will find that 
others respect us and this in turn enhances our self-esteem.  
Conversely, living like a victim makes us feel disadvantaged 
and eventually erodes whatever self-confidence we have left.  
Furthermore, when we are not in control of our lives, some-
one else is controlling us, putting us in a position where we 
can be manipulated for others’ interests. 

We may not be able to remove all the factors and the circum-
stances that adversely affect our lives.  What we can do is to 
make changes in how we view and deal with them.  Things 
we can change include our lifestyle, beliefs, body language, 
behaviour, attitudes, friends, goals, expectations, career and 
choice of words.  Small changes in these areas can lead to a 
significant improvement in our self-esteem.

Here is a list of suggestions we can use to help build our 
self-image.  Pick up a pencil and put a tick beside the ideas 
that you think you can use.  Adapt or add your own to best 
suit your needs.

Understand your feelings

 - Talk about your innermost feelings.  Establish a ‘pil-
low-talk’ session with your spouse or talk to trusted 
friends.  Develop a support group.  By airing your feel-
ings, you will be able to put things into perspective and 
enlist the help of others.

 �
 - Keep a journal on your feelings and thoughts.  Write 

a diary or make a habit of putting your thoughts on pa-
per.  Reread your notes frequently and put in red ink any 
positive progress you have made since the last time you 
wrote them down.

REPAIR KIT FOR
SELF-ESTEEM 

BUILDING
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 - Be more assertive. Make a list of your needs and wants 
a plan how you can achieve them. Revise your plan and 
chart your progress. Let others know what you want to 
do. Do not let discouraging words affect you. Believe 
that you know what is the best for you.

 - Confront personal negative feelings and resolve 
them.  Do not deny their existence.  Be honest about 
your not-so-nice feelings and get friends to talk with you 
about them.  Then, do something about turning your 
negative feelings into positive ones. 

Build your self-confidence
Below are some steps you can take to build your self-
confidence.

 - Love yourself.  Appreciate your uniqueness.  No one else 
in the world can be quite like you.  The way you look, 
smile, talk or cook is typically you.  Enjoy being who you 
are, being proud of yourself and others will find you in-
teresting, too.

You are who you are .

 - List your successes and read them over repeatedly.  
Note down all the things you are proud of.  Perhaps you 
are happy with the way you have managed your family, 
looked after your aged parents when they were ill, helped 
your husband with his work or cooked dinners.  Record 
past job and personal achievements.  Reread the list

       repeatedly, especially when  you  feel  low.  The  list  will    
       serve as a morale booster for you. 

 �
You are an achiever.
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 - Set realistic achievement goals.  Do not be overly ambi-
tious.  Try to do a little better than you are doing now.  If 
it takes three hours to finish ironing the weekly laundry, 
try to iron in two and a half hours, thus giving you an 
extra half-hour to watch television.  Take it as a reward 
for your accomplishment and you will feel good about 
yourself.

You are a goal-setter.

 - Create joy by focusing on what you do well.  Re-
peating something you enjoy doing will increase your 
overall enjoyment.  If you are good at baking, bake 
more.  You will gain satisfaction from turning out 
batch after batch of delicious cookies that people crave. 

 �
You enjoy life .

 - Learn to be assertive.  ‘If you stand, stand; if you sit, sit.’  
Whatever you do, do not waver.  Be honest and direct in 
your dealings with others.  If you find it difficult to take 
your friend’s child to school in the morning tell her so 
instead of turning up late every time.

 �
You are honest and direct.

Change your lifestyle

When we think we are important enough to deserve our 
best attention, we will begin to appreciate ourselves.  Plan 
for physical and mental fitness.  Our bodies support and 
carry out activities that enhance self-esteem.  We feel more 
attractive if our bodies are trim and well-toned through a 
regular exercise regime. 

A healthy body needs a healthy mind. Mental fitness 
depends on how well we manage our emotions. There are 
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positive emotions like joy, happiness and delight. There 
are negative emotions like anger, jealousy and sorrow. The 
positive emotions produce a positive mental state and vice 
versa.

Dwell on the positive emotions and keep the negative 
emotions in check.  Put a tick next to the statements below 
that will help you establish a better attitude and lifestyle.

 ☐ I will schedule time for regular exercise.
 ☐ I will schedule time for rest.
 ☐ I will schedule time for leisure pursuits.
 ☐ I will eat nutritious food.
 ☐ I will not smoke.
 ☐ I will drink alcohol moderately or not at all.
 ☐ I will manage my time well.
 ☐ I will avoid stressful situations.
 �

Cultivate meaningful relationships
We may have a heart of gold for others, but no one will get to 
appreciate this if we do not show it to them.

 ☐ I will spend quality time with my spouse, family and 
friends through activities such as listening to each other 
and pursuing hobbies or sports together.

 ☐ I will deal with people in a non-confrontational way.
 ☐ I will listen to the other person’s side of the story.
 ☐ I will accept and forgive others’ mistakes.  One day, 

someone else will also forgive my mistakes.
 ☐ I will take an interest in others.
 ☐ I will pay compliments and tell others I appreciate their 

friendship.
 ☐ I will remember others’ birthdays, anniversaries and 

significant events; for example, by sending them 
       birthday cards or giving them a call. 

 ☐ I will let my loved ones know that I care for them.
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Widen your interests 
Meet people and enrich your life.  Your self-esteem will rise.  

 ☐ I will take up a new hobby.
 ☐ I will join a club to make new friends.
 ☐ I will take up a new sport to energise me.
 ☐ I will meet new friends to exchange knowledge and skills.
 ☐ I will travel more to widen my knowledge.
 ☐ I will take up a new course of study.
 ☐ I will retrain for a new position.
 ☐ I will take up other new challenges.
 ☐ I will join a spiritual group or a support group.
 ☐ I will read widely.
 ☐ I will start a home-based business.

Programme your success

 - Exploit the power of self-fulfilling prophecies.  Be-
haviour can be changed by repeatedly delivering mes-
sages to the mind.  Values, beliefs, expectations and atti-
tudes, when repeated often enough, will become part of 
your mental make-up.  For example, if you keep thinking 
that you will stammer in front of a crowd, you will.  We 
often live out what we believe inside us.

 �
 � Therefore, it is important to say positive things to our-

selves.  If our self-talk is positive, we will act positively.  
If someone tells you that you are a lousy mother, look in 
the mirror each morning and say, “I am a fantastic moth-
er,” three times.  Do this every day for three months and 
you will begin to act and feel like a fantastic mum.

 �
 � Similarly, overcome others’ negative put-downs by af-

firming your qualities and talents to yourself.  Say, “I’m 
the best cook”, “I’m a beautiful woman”, or “I have many 
talents”.
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 - Begin your day with positive expectations.  The mo-
ment you wake up, smile and say, “This is going to be a 
great day for me.”  Let the good feeling from that state-
ment wash over you before you start your day.

 �
 - Speak with confidence.  Spoken words are powerful.  

Speak with assertion and conviction.  Believe what you 
say.  Use phrases like “I will” and “I can” instead of “I’m 
not sure” or “I think so.”

 �
 - Read positive affirmations regularly.  Write down pos-

itive statements about yourself on cards and read them 
aloud before bed.  Reading or listening to positive state-
ments last thing at night will ensure that they are inter-
nalised by your subconscious mind.  Sayings such as “I 
am getting better at my baking” or “I can walk five miles 
every day” will ensure you achieve these goals. 

 �
 - Acknowledge that you are a person in your own right.  

Refer to yourself as “My son Raju’s mother or “Mrs X” 
less frequently.  Use ‘I’ or your own name when you talk 
to others.

 �
 - Maintain a positive outlook.  Believe that everything 

happens for a good reason and that it will lead to learn-
ing and personal growth.

 �
 - Focus on the positive characteristics in others and 

yourself.  Focus on others’ positive attributes and you 
will begin to like them better.  In addition, this will en-
courage others to focus on your good points too.

 �
 - Plan for success.  In everything you do, give your best.  

‘No retreat, no reserve and no regrets’ is a good attitude 
to adopt. 
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 �
 - Believe in yourself.  Do not believe the biggest lie that 

anyone can tell you:  that you are no good.  Everybody 
is blessed with some talent or the aptitude to do some-
thing well.  Discover what you can do well and develop 
that ability.  Then set your mind to improve it and stay 
on track.

 �
 - Avoid negative people.  Listening to negative peo-

ple erodes your confidence and weakens your en-
thusiasm.

 �
 - Strive for a ‘win-win’ situation.  This is where BOTH 

parties gain.  No one gains by having one more oppo-
nent.  Even if you have a disagreement with someone, re-
solve the matter without making an enemy out of them.

 �
Seek professional help
Recognise when to get professional help.

 �
 ☐ I will consult a doctor if I suffer from any physical 

       disorders.
 ☐ I will seek psychiatric help if I suspect I suffer from 

mental or emotional disorders.
 ☐ I will choose healthy and safe measures to relieve stress 

in my life.

Help others
When you help others, you feel better about yourself.

 ☐ I will help others around me.
 ☐ I will participate in community service.
 ☐ I will be kind to children and the elderly.
 ☐ I will volunteer my time and talents to help the disad-

vantaged groups in society.
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Self-Esteem Health Check
   Feeling Good About Yourself

Practise good body language

Act as if you are relaxed and confident and you will BECOME 
relaxed and confident. 

 ☐ I will maintain good body posture at all times.
 ☐ I will keep my body and mind relaxed and stress-free.
 ☐ I will avoid impatient gestures like tapping the table with 

my pencil and fluttering my hands.
 ☐ I will smile a lot.
 ☐ I will walk with my head high and my shoulders squared.

Building a high level of self-esteem is a life-long 
commitment.  It begins by having a better awareness of 
your own needs, acquiring the confidence to work on it, 
adopting the measures listed in this chapter and practising 
the measures over and over again until they work for you.  A 
healthy and emotionally mature person has a better chance 
of bouncing back from a crisis and restoring her self-esteem.

We have to maintain our self-esteem level or we will lose 
it.  Maintaining our self-esteem takes considerable effort.  It 
requires keeping ourselves physically and mentally fit as well 
as embracing positive beliefs and values.  Think and behave 
positively.  Gradually, it will become a way of life and you will 
be able to maintain a high level of self-esteem continuously.

Enjoy life.  Find pleasure in everything you do.  Learn to 
get along with others.  Most important of all, love yourself.  
When you become your own best friend, you cannot help 
but look after yourself well.  Find delight in being yourself, 
for that is the key to establishing and maintaining a high level 
of self-esteem.

CONCLUSION
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Basics
     Holding the Purse-Strings Firmly

By Audrey Fong-Yong Siew Ping

INTRODUCTION Most people associate the word ‘budget’ with a 
meagre lifestyle without any fun.  ‘Financial plan-
ning’ is not part of our day-to-day vocabulary.  

Hence, many of us ignore it, hoping that financial problems 
will eventually go away.  Some depend on others to handle 
this extremely vital area of their lives. 
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No matter what, it is imperative for all women to be disci-
plined in handling money. The amount of money we handle 
does not matter. But we owe it to ourselves to be responsi-
ble and prudent when it comes to managing our finances, 
including protecting and planning for our future. Wise fi-
nancial planning may also open up a whole new world of 
opportunities for those keen on venturing into their own 
businesses. It is not impossible. All it takes is some discipline 
and hard work.

WHAT YOU 
WILL LEARN

 ☐ How to plan daily household budgeting.
 ☐ How to overcome financial problems.
 ☐ How to generate capital to start a home-based business.

WHAT IS A 
BUDGET

A budget is simply a written plan or record of the money 
that flows in and out of a household over a certain period.  
To make it sound less scary or depressing, it can be called a 
‘spending plan’ – the plan of how we want to use every dollar 
that comes into our household every week, month or year.
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LET’S PUT ON OUR

THINKING CAPS

Mind Over Matter

For those of us who have never written down any records 
concerning money, this may seem an unpleasant task.  The 
first thing you need to do is to tell yourself that you can, will, 
and must do it.  There is no shortcut when it comes to mon-
ey.  Only when we mentally ready ourselves for this task, that 
it is possible to take control of our own finances and destiny.

Just like any other resources, money will be wasted if it is not 
used wisely.  If we are earning an income, our hard-earned 
money will be wasted without proper planning.  Likewise, if 
we spend every cent that our spouses provide us for house-
keeping needs without proper budgeting, we are wasting 
hard-earned money.  In either case, we are depriving our-
selves of opportunities to save towards our financial dreams 
especially for our families.

A mother struggling on her own without spousal or family 
support might ask, “Why bother?” when there is not enough 
to make ends meet.  What we need to realise is that when 
we do not have enough money every month, it is even more  
crucial that every cent is accounted for. Initially, we might 
need to plan just to meet our basic needs without getting into 
worse financial shape.  That is the immediate target.  Later, 
we can work towards the bigger goals and dreams, one step 
at a time.

Often, a mother in an abused or trapped situation can 
barely face another day, much less think about something like 
financial planning!  Her goal is to get out of the situation or at 
least be financially independent.  That is not possible while she 
depends totally on others for survival.  Maybe putting aside 
a few dollars and planning to start a home-based business is 
the way out.
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The ‘Big Guilt Factor’

Mothers contemplating changing work or marital status may 
need to deal with another issue – the Big Guilt Factor.  Those 
changing to less-demanding and lower-paying jobs that al-
low for more family time are likely to experience feelings of 
guilt.  Taking these steps reduces a mother’s income, thus, 
changing her lifestyle and living standard. As a result, it is 
common to feel guilty and be concerned that society will 
look down upon her.  In today’s materialistic society, no one 
is immune to class and status discrimination.

However, as discussed in the first chapter, we need to make 
a personal choice on the priorities in our life.  We must 
learn not to feel guilty if we choose not to keep up with so-
ciety’s standards of making more money and owning more 
things.  When we take a step that reduces income, there will 
be changes in our lifestyle.  Making changes in life does not 
have to lead to devastating consequences if we have the cor-
rect mental attitude.

On the other hand, mothers earning high (such as those who 
leave their countries to work in foreign countries or those 
who leave villages to work in cities) and having little time 
with children and elderly parents can also feel guilty for not 
spending enough time or quality time with the family. Some 
compensate the guilt by buying the children expensive items, 
providing the family members with luxury vacations and 
services. Unfortunately, some children may still be unsat-
isfied with their mothers who seem to be neglecting them. 
These mothers work hard to give their best for the family, yet 
they can’t have what they want – the children’s complete love 
and appreciation. Guilt can lead to mental conflicts. 
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Studies about ASEAN families have shown an increasing rate 
for divorces and family conflicts due to parents especially 
mothers working abroad or in cities. Clearly, every working 
woman caught in this situation needs to rethink the meaning 
of ‘priority’.

‘Priority’ means thinking about ‘work-life balance’. Each per-
son has to decide for herself the core values that her life cen-
tres upon. Every aspect of her life will then be in harmony. 
For instance, a mother who values her time for her family 
will see her work, even if it is lower pay than another job 
(which demands more of her time), is a means to provide for 
her family. If it takes away too much of her time or energy 
from her family resulting in her inability to fulfil her family 
duties, she would feel out of balance.  

Remember that everything comes with a price. Nobody can 
have everything in life. The modern superwoman is a myth. 
If material things and trendy career image are what you want 
most, then do not be surprise if the family life suffers. If fam-
ily life is your priority, then do not be disappointed if you 
cannot have the kind of luxurious life  you want.

Every mother must decide what her own priorities are, what 
quality of life she wants and how she will balance her work, 
family and personal life.

Goal-Setting

A popular story goes: once a professor took out a big glass jar 
and put it on the desk in front of the class.  He said, “This jar 
is empty right now.”  He then filled it with big rocks until they 
reached the top of the jar.  He asked the class, “Is it full now?”  
They answered, “Yes.”  He shook his head and proceeded to 
put in some smaller stones until the jar was filled to the brim 
again.  He asked again, “Is it full now?”  The class again said, 



60

                       Budgeting Basics 
Holding the Purse-Strings Firmly  

“Yes.”  He quickly added sand until the jar was filled to the 
brim again.  This time the students thought that it was quite 
full and shouted, “Yes!” when he asked them the same ques-
tion.  Finally, he poured in water until the jar was filled!

The moral of the story:  the big and important things in life 
must be put in place first.  If the professor were to put the 
water in first and then the sand, the water would spill out the 
moment the first handful of sand was put in.  There definitely 
would not be any more space for the stones, much less the 
rocks!

Similarly, we need first to set goals for our financial lives.  
Once we have our goals in place, we can formulate steps and 
strategies to reach these goals.  We will not reach our goals if 
we do not have any!  We would be forever working, spending 
and going nowhere!

Immediate Goal

To start taking control of your finances, you need to take 
control of your debts.  The only acceptable personal debts 
are our assets that appreciate or increase in value over time, 
such as real estate.

Make immediate plans to pay off other personal debts.  If you 
do not have any, congratulate yourself with a pat on the back 
and move on to the next topic!

Beware of credit card debts!!

Tackle debts first before moving towards other financial 
goals.  If there are high balances on credit cards, start with 
them.  They have high interest rates and it is easy to be tak-
en in by the minimum monthly payment required.  Specific 
strategies are outlined later in this chapter.
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Once the debt is under control, the next step in goal-setting is 
creating a contingency fund.  This money will provide for 
unexpected emergency expenditure.  It is not petty cash we 
dig into when we want the latest dress we saw while win-
dow-shopping.

We all need to save for a rainy day.  Are there enough funds 
to last for two or three months should either spouse become 
unemployed?  Can you survive if one of you becomes phys-
ically disabled for some length of time?  If you are a single 
mother, this is even more crucial.

The emergency/contingency fund should be two to three 
months of your monthly expenditure.  Start putting aside this 
money immediately.  It is preferable that this money be kept 
in a hard-to-access account (for example, in a bank that takes 
hours to reach).

For those with credit cards, don’t be tempted to use your cred-
it card for every little shortfall in your monthly expenditure. 
Credit card interests are high. Hold on to your desire to en-
joy something instantly or own something NOW. Wait, wait, 
wait --- just like what your grandmother did, till you have the 
money before you buy.

Remember, never spend more than you earn or more than you 
have.
 Longer-term goals

Besides the immediate goals mentioned, there are other finan-
cial goals which many people would like to achieve in the me-
dium to long term.  These include:

• Financial independence.  This means different things for 
different mothers.  For some, it means not depending on 
a spouse or parents.  For others, it might mean the ability 
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• Capital to start a home-based business.  Depending on 
how soon you want to start a home-based business, this 
can be an immediate, medium- or long-term goal.  The 
size and type of business you want to set up will deter-
mine this.  If you do not need much capital to begin, it 
may be an immediate goal.  It may be achievable in no 
time.  If the amount is substantial, you will need a longer 
time to save your start-up capital.

• Home ownership.  For most people, the biggest invest-
ment of a lifetime is a house.  Being able to save up for 
the down payment of your own home should be one of 
your most important financial goals.  Owning your own 
home will mean you will have your own roof over your 
head and is probably one of the safest investments you 
can make.

• Savings.  Besides the comfort of knowing that there is 
a nice nest egg tucked away, it is a good habit to save 
up to buy ‘big-ticket’ items (such as cars, furniture, elec-
trical appliances, holidays, or a new wardrobe).  This is 
better than buying on a ‘convenient’ instalment plan and 
then paying excessively in the long-run with the interest 
and finance charges included in the cost.  Our bargain-
ing power is also much stronger when we purchase with 
cash!

• Retirement.  Many of us will depend on our pension or 
Employees’ Provident Fund (EPF) savings when we re-
tire.  However, given the rising cost of living due to infla-
tion, it is wise to top up what we expect to receive in pen-
sions or EPF money with our own retirement savings.

to take a lower-paying job in order to have more time 
and energy for the family.  Financial independence 
means having more freedom to make decisions about 
the future.
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• Insurance protection.  Life insurance is important to 
provide for our loved ones in case of our death or dis-
ability.  The needs of our dependants will determine the 
amount and type of coverage.  Will they have other means 
of support and income when we are no longer around?

• Investments.  Some of us may want to have savings 
in the form of investments.  These include real es-
tate, stocks, bonds, unit trusts, and so on.  The type 
of stock portfolio we aim towards will depend on 
the amount of risk we are comfortable with.  The rule 
of thumb is:  the higher the return of an investment, 
the higher the risk associated with that investment.

Do not get overwhelmed by the things you would like to 
achieve.  Dream a little.  But set realistic goals, make plans 
and start saving towards your dream.

For retirement, children’s education, insurance protection 
and investments, seek help from a professional financial 
consultant or someone trained in financial matters to help 
you calculate and devise a savings/investment plan that will 
work for you.

• Children’s education.  One of the biggest reasons to save 
and invest wisely is for our children’s further educa-
tion.  Parents nowadays place heavy emphasis on higher 

 � education.  Whether we plan to send our children to uni-
versity locally or abroad, it is imperative that we make 
plans to provide for this huge expenditure.

Caution:  Bear in mind that many of these people are earning commission from the 
plans that they sell.  Do homework by asking friends, relatives and colleagues if they 
know of some of the better plans in the market.  Shop around.  Compare and analyse a 
few plans before making a decision.  Do not let pushy salespeople sell you investment 
plans you do not need or cannot afford.
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LET’S GET GOING Handling Money

Spouse

Who should handle the money in the family?  There is 
no right or wrong answer.  It will depend on your present 
arrangements, whether both you and your husband are 
comfortable with the arrangements and, to a large extent, 
your individual personalities.

The main issue here is control.  Whoever controls the mon-
ey controls the household.  If you do not have your own 
income and depend on your husband for housekeeping 
money, you will have control over items that you are 
responsible for (such as groceries, or children’s pocket money) 
while  your  husband  may be responsible for the bigger items 
(including house mortgage or rental payments, and car pay-
ments).

Open and constant communication between spouses is 
crucial.  So is transparency.  Suspicion and frustration over 
differences in spending habits are major causes of strife over 
household financial matters.  If there is anything bothering 
either of you, you will need to discuss the problem.  Work it 
out together.

In deciding whether to have individual or joint bank 
accounts with your spouse, the key factor is trust.  Many 
women have been brought up hearing our mothers’ advice 
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to keep our own money to ourselves because we will be pen-
niless if our husbands leave us.  If you trust each other fully, 
have joint accounts.  If not, keep separate accounts.  But re-
member that the husband is not always the bad guy as you 
can also ‘run off ’ with the money in your joint accounts!

Another factor here is whether the wife is working.  The ma-
jority of employed women have separate bank accounts, as 
most employers automatically deposit salaries into accounts.  
Families with both spouses working usually have some kind 
of an arrangement where the husband’s salary pays for some 
expenses and the wife’s for others.

In families where only the husband works outside the home, 
he might give a certain sum of money from his salary to his 
wife for household expenses.  It is prudent for the woman in 
this situation to put aside a small amount of this money in 
her own bank account for a rainy day.

Having a joint chequing account facilitates smooth running 
of household budget and spending.  The pettiness of who is 
paying for what is lessened if there is a household account.
Some couples prefer separate savings accounts.  Bear in mind 
that all bank accounts are frozen the moment the account 
holder is deceased.  You want your funds available when your 
loved ones need them most.  Plan properly for contingencies.

Children

Involve your children in your financial planning.  Let them 
know what the family’s financial goals and strategies are.  It 
is a good idea to encourage them to think of their own finan-
cial goals.  These goals can be incorporated into the family 
household goals or their own budget.
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For example, your ten-year-old wants a new bicycle.  Sit 
down and plan steps that she can take to save up for her new 
bicycle.  You are now teaching your child to be financially 
responsible.  When she does not understand why you cannot 
immediately buy her the bike, explain to her that when you 
use money not budgeted for, something else will have to go.

You might want to consider some kind of a reward system 
for your children to earn money.  Make sure you do not pay 
them for doing their portion of the household chores but 
only for doing extra work.  Be fair and firm.  Discuss and 
write down clearly how much they would be paid for each 
job.  This is a good opportunity to teach them about money 
and help them learn to budget and save.  Start them young!

Keep the lines of communication open.  Share your excite-
ment over your successes instead of nagging the family about 
their bad and expensive habits.  Set the example of a fru-
gal and wise mother and wife.  Once they see that you are 
achieving your goals, they will come around and co-operate.

Debts be gone!

One of the practical ways to take control of debts is The Debt 
Snowball method by Dave Ramsey .  First, list all debts, from 
the smallest to the largest balance.  Include information on 
the interest charged and the minimum monthly payment.  A 
typical debt schedule might look something like this:
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Item       Balance  Monthly payment  Interest rate
           (USD)             (USD)                        (Per annum)
Electrical Appliance Instalment Plan
Furniture Instalment Plan
Visa Card 1
Master Card
Visa Card 2
Car
House

520.00
950.00

1,100.00
1,320.00
1,670.00

15,000.00
95,000.00

45.00
39.60
55.00
66.00
83.50

466.67
1,235.00

20%
24%
24%
21%
23%
18%
10%

The strategy is to pay off debts as quickly as possible.  The 
only acceptable long-term debt is the house mortgage.  The 
minimum monthly payment on each debt must still be paid, 
except for the smallest debt.  On that one, make more than 
your required payment.  And if there is any unexpected 
money (bonus, lottery winnings, overtime pay), apply it to-
wards the smallest debt first, for example the USD520.00 in 
the schedule above.

Once the smallest debt is paid off, there will be more money 
each month to pay off the second smallest debt.  When that 
debt is paid off, use the extra money available from paid-off 
Debt 1 and Debt 2 to start paying off Debt 3.

This plan is easy to implement and maintain.  It is very ex-
citing as we can see our success in paying off our debt.  We 
will see the debt list getting shorter as, one by one, the debts 
are paid off.

In order for The Debt Snowball to work, credit cards must 
not be used because this will increase the existing balances.  
Put them away in a drawer at home.  Alternatively, if you lack 
willpower, cut them up and throw them away.

As mentioned previously, the only acceptable debt is a loan 
against things that increase in value as time goes by.  Try 
to reduce debts to only such loans.  Make that one of your 
financial goals.
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Cash from trash

A drastic step in raising cash to settle debts is to sell some as-
sets, especially the unproductive ones.  Long-held shares that 
have not gone up in value and yield poor dividend income 
should be sold.  The cost of holding such shares will exceed 
the revenue or income yield.

Flea markets are ideal for those who have accumulated many 
things they no longer use.  There are also many groups online 
especially in social media where you can sell or trade your 
pre-loved items. Believe it or not, others will pay good mon-
ey to take our junk from us!

Learn to upcycle items into valuable items for household use 
or for sale. For example, you can make bottled fruit enzymes 
from fruit peels for health and for sale to your friends and 
neighbours!

For the working mother considering giving up her full-time 
job, there are fringe benefits provided by her employer that 
will be lost (besides the nice pay cheque!).  Plan carefully to 
include the additional costs that will have to be borne upon 
quitting.

The common ones include:

 ☐ Health and medical coverage.  We tend to take our good 
health for granted.  If your employer has covered you for 
medical bills, make sure to cover yourself under com-
mercial health and medical insurance.  Cover your de-
pendants too.  This means money needs to be set aside 
for medical insurance premiums.  With the rising cost 
of healthcare, it would not take much to wipe out your 
precious savings.

Fringe benefits foregone
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 ☐ Life and/or personal accident insurance.  Providing 
protection for loved ones was discussed earlier in this 
chapter.

 ☐ Below-market-rate loans.  These include housing and 
car loans, usually provided at very low interest rates.  
Upon leaving your job, these loans must be paid in full 
by cash or by converting them to conventional loans at 
market rates.  The additional interest cost and substan-
tially higher monthly payments must be put into your 
budget.

 ☐ Employer’s contribution to legislated government-pro-
tected funds.  The good side to this is that you will not 
feel the pinch of your portion of the contribution.  How-
ever, you will need to make plans to ensure you have 
something to live on in old age when you are not earn-
ing, as was mentioned earlier in this chapter.

If you are planning to quit your marriage, you may need to 
provide for things that you never needed to worry about pre-
viously.  How much you miss your fringe benefits will depend 
on how much you have depended on your spouse.  The more 
dependent you were, the more you will need to put aside.

The cost of working

Everything is not gloomy for the mother planning to stay at 
home.  We tend to overlook the fact that we spend money – 
lots of it – to earn money.  When we do not go out to work, 
we automatically cut back on expenditure too.  Working 
from home will incur some expenses but fewer than working 
full-time outside the home.

If you were not working outside the home, what are the goods 
and services that you would no longer need to purchase?  
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Calculate what has been spent on the 
following categories over the past year.  Once you have
done this, you will know how much of your salary is disposed of 
before you actually earn the money!

Depending on the demands of the job, some of the costs incurred 
by working outside the home include:

 ☐ Transportation costs (car payments, petrol, insurance, road 
tax, maintenance and repairs, parking fees, tolls, bus/taxi/train 
fares).  You might have needed a second car to get to work.  Or 
it might have been a nice new car you felt you needed in order 
to present the right image at work.

 ☐ Clothes, shoes, stockings, jewellery, and accessories.  

 ☐ Membership in spas, beauty salons and sports clubs. 
       To  be  part  of  the  office  leisure culture, you will be  
       spending. Are these necessary?

 ☐ Cosmetics.  We will still have the chance to look special but 
only when we go out for an ‘occasion’, which should not be ev-
ery day.

 ☐ Regular visits to the hair/beauty salon.  Your twice- or 
thrice-weekly wash-and-blow-dry may no longer be necessary.  
Choose a low-maintenance hairstyle and get a cut once every 
six to eight weeks, or even longer.

 ☐ Income taxes.  Yes, no income means no income tax!  Lower 
income means lower taxes.

 ☐ Childcare.  Do away with this totally or make do with half-day 
instead of full-day care while you get your things done.

Isn’t it amazing how much we spend on dressing for work?  
Unlike men, we cannot get away with rotating five or six (if 
not fewer) outfits every week! Trendy clothing and new smart 
phone yearly are costly.
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 ☐ Breakfasts and lunches eaten out.  Save money by pre-
paring healthy breakfasts and lunches at home – low 
sugar, low fat and low budget!  

 ☐ Extra meals out and convenience/fast foods.  
The bane of the full-time working woman is eating 

 � dinners out.  Besides eating a big hole in the pocket, out-
side food, fast food, and highly processed 

       convenience foods are usually not very healthy.

 ☐ Entertainment with colleagues.  No one wants to be 
       anti-social in the office. But, for some of us, Friday nights           
    out with colleagues run up huge bills in the food and 
       beverage department!
 

 ☐ Gifts for colleagues and the boss (wedding/new baby/
birthday/farewell/ promotion).  If you want to maintain 
relationships with former colleagues for networking 
purposes, be creative.  Consider inexpensive, unusual or 
your own handmade gifts.  Have them over for a home-
cooked meal.  They will appreciate it more than the run-
of-the-mill gift or meal out at a restaurant!

Can you see the rays of sunshine as you plan for reduced 
spending on the above items when you no longer work full-
time outside the home?

Budgeting for beginnersTHE NOT-SO-PAINFUL

BUDGET
If you have never kept written records of your spending, 
begin by looking back at your spending pattern over the past 
month/quarter/year.  Go through your cheque stubs, receipts 
or online bank statements if you pay for things online.  For 
cash items, make your best estimate.  Begin planning for next 
month by estimating next month’s expenses.
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Certain expenses are not incurred every month.  Some may 
be on an annual or biannual basis (car road tax and insur-
ance, quit rent, and assessment).  Others may be at a less 
predictable frequency (car repairs, festivals, schoolbooks, 
and supplies).  The budget should include regular expenses 
(monthly/annual/biannual) and should plan for irregular or 
unpredictable expenses.  This will avoid taking money allo-
cated for other purposes to cover unplanned items.

Budget = spending plan

Most of us know exactly (to the cent) how much our month-
ly take-home pay or household money is but many of us do 
not know where that money has gone.  Budgeting is tracking 
how money is spent and balancing how much we spend with 
how much we make.

Your sample monthly expenditure worksheet (written out by 
hand or prepared on a computer) might look something like 
this:

Category/Item     Budgeted Actual  Difference 
             (USD)  (USD)                       (USD)
Housing

Utilities/phone

Food

Household 

Transportation

Mortgage/rental
Quit rent/assessment
Insurance on home/contents

Electricity/water
Telephone/Internet for house

Marketing
Restaurants/stalls 

Cleaning products
Sheets/towels, etc

Car payments
Petrol, parking & tolls
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Category/Item                Budgeted        Actual            Difference 
                       (USD)       (USD)               (USD)

Clothing

Medical/health

Personal

Recreation

Pocket money

Debts

Savings

Repairs & maintenance
Car insurance/road tax

Adults/children
Laundry/dry cleaning

Health insurance
Doctor visits & medicine

Support for parents/siblings
Life insurance
Maid salary/child care
Toiletries/cosmetics/hair care
Handphone bills with data-plans

Entertainment
Holiday

(This is for you to spend as you please 
and should be minimal!)

Electrical appliance instalment plan
Furniture instalment plan
Credit card(s) 

Emergency/contingency fund
New car in 5 years’ time
Children’s education
Retirement fund
Nest egg before I quit!
Capital to start a home-based business
Miscellaneous

TOTAL MONTHLY EXPENDITURE
-  TOTAL MONTHLY INCOME

(SHOULD BE ZERO) —>
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The categories and items listed in the sample worksheet are 
the common ones found in most households.  Adjust and 
make a worksheet including the items you have to be ac-
countable for.  Some of the categories and/or items in the 
sample worksheet may not appear on your worksheet.

At the end of each month, prepare a budget worksheet for 
the next month.  Budget a specific amount of money for each 
expense.  During the month, keep track of the actual amount 
spent in each area.  At the end of the month, fill out the ac-
tual column and calculate the difference between what was 
actually spent and what was budgeted, thus allowing for im-
provement in the following month.

The grand total of monthly expenses should be equal to to-
tal monthly income.  Thus the balance will be zero.  If total 
expenses exceed income, look for ways to cut back expens-
es.  If it is the other way around, congratulations!  Allocate 
the extra money to an important category, such as paying off 
debt or putting money into savings, before the money simply 
‘disappears’.

Cash in the envelope

One of the most difficult areas to control and keep track of 
is cash and items bought with cash.  ‘Cash in envelopes’ is 
recommended for hard-to-keep-track-of items such as mar-
keting, eating out, entertainment, toiletries, cosmetics, hair 
care and pocket money.

Once the budget worksheet for the month is done, put the 
amount of cash budgeted for a certain category into an en-
velope.  Label the envelope, for example, ‘Marketing’. Every 
time money is spent for ‘Marketing’, spend only money from 
that envelope.
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Have several envelopes, one for each category of expenses.  
Paying by credit card for these items is not recommended 
because overspending is very likely!  Do not take the en-
velope when you go out.  Just take the amount needed and 
leave the envelope safely at home.

Some Budgeting Tools

There are many paid and free budgeting apps that you can 
use if you feel a little overwhelmed with the above methods. 
Here are just a few that you can explore:

1) GoodBudget (iOS, Android)

Cost: Free

https://goodbudget.com/

This app allows people to create a budget based on their cash 
flow. Remember the envelopes mentioned above? There is an 
Envelopes section where you can divide your monthly bud-
get to check your spending habits. 

2) HomeBudget (iOS, Android)

Cost: $4.99 on iOS; $5.99 on Android

This app shows different categories like Expenses, Income, 
Budget, Accounts and Bills on the home screen itself so you 
have a snapshot of everything. There are colour-coded charts 
and graphs detailing your expenses out of your current 
month’s budget as well as a 6-month trend of this data. The 
Income section is suitable for home-based businesses as you 
can input your income with a short description as and when 
they come in.
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3) You Need A Budget (iOS, Android)

Cost: Free

This is a desktop app which has a mobile companion app 
that allows you to input information on the go and sync with 
the main app. It keeps track of how much of your spending 
budget is still available in the various categories as well as 
lets you analyse your spending habits based on your past 
transactions.

ON TRACK Adjust for reality

The monthly budget worksheet is not static.  Spending needs 
and patterns differ from month to month.  Adjust according-
ly for over- or under-budgeting in any categories.  You might 
even have forgotten to put down an item.

Be patient and keep up the discipline.  Some of us may be 
able to get this down pat within the first couple of months.  
Others might take longer.  You will be able to come up with a 
budget that is workable for your lifestyle.  You will be able to 
have control over your money and spending.

Increase income

Saving towards our goals may mean that we need to increase 
our income.  Depending on our situation, we might be able 
to supplement our current income in various ways.  Start-
ing a home-based business and moonlighting in a freelance 
business are some ways to make more money.

Cut expenses

Cutting spending is more immediate and effective than in-
creasing income to make ends meet.  Before balking at this 
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suggestion and saying there is nothing to cut back on, sit 
down and look through the budget worksheet.

Is there anything that can be done without?  Remember that 
there is a difference between essentials (needs) and non-es-
sentials (wants).  Much money is spent out of habit on things 
we can do without.

The Big Guilt Factor was discussed earlier.  All too often, we 
are caught up in wanting to have everything our neighbours 
have.  In order to cut expenses, set priorities.  Any item not 
of high priority can be cut!

Cutting back is less painful if we remember what the target 
is.  Keep a written list of your goals pinned up prominently 
somewhere to remind yourself.

Add up small things

The following excellent ideas are great ways to cut back on 
expenses and save money:

 ☐ Shop with a list.  Write down a list before shopping 
to avoid buying unnecessary items or over-buying the 
quantities. Plan ahead.

 ☐ Shop with a full stomach.  Shop after meals to avoid 
buying unnecessary processed ‘junk’ foods, as they look 
highly appealing on an empty stomach.

 ☐ Maintain health.  It is always more economical to main-
tain than to repair or replace.  Therefore, make sure that 
you and your family are in good health.  Keep medical 
expenses low.  Also, maintain car and household appli-
ances in good condition.
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 ☐ Share.  How about sharing subscriptions to newspapers, 
magazines or videos with your neighbours, friends, col-
leagues or relatives?  Perhaps there is no need for both 
you and your next-door-neighbour to buy a newspaper 
each day.

 ☐ Use what you have. Instead of having data-plan on smart 
phone to access internet, use home office internet only as 
you work mostly from home. Ensure you finish sending 
all urgent email before you take your children to school 
so you don’t need to subscribe to data-plans.

 ☐ Use the library.  It is better than paying for expensive 
imported books and magazines.

 ☐ Barter.  Our ancestors used this method of exchanging 
goods and services.  Why not revive this long-lost art?  
One mother might offer to give English tutoring to a 
neighbour’s child if the neighbour takes both children to 
school each day.

 ☐ Car-pool and shop-pool.  Car-pooling saves cost and is 
environmentally friendly.  Shop-pooling is pooling to-
gether with others to buy things in bulk at quantity dis-
counts.

 ☐ Learn new skills and reduce reliance on others.  This 
means learning a skill that you have been paying oth-
ers for, such as cutting your husband’s and children’s 
hair! There are lots of how-to videos online which make 
learning new skills so easy!

 ☐ Enjoy your home.  Home-cooked food is healthier and 
cheaper.  Home can be your entertainment centre.  Have 
‘pot-luck’ dinners.  Rent movies and watch them with 
friends and family instead of spending at the cinemas.
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 ☐ Change your lifestyle.  Trim back on self-indulgence.  
Do your own facials and manicures/pedicures instead of 
getting expensive salon treatments.  Get rid of unhealthy 
and expensive habits such as smoking and drinking al-
cohol.

 ☐ Buy online. Sometimes, internet prices are cheaper espe-
cially for hotels and flights.

 ☐ Eat out or take vacation during non-peak period.  
Restaurants give hefty discounts during weekdays’ non-
lunch and dinner hours. Hotels and airlines are cheaper 
during non-school holiday periods or during weekdays.

 ☐ Reduce, reuse and recycle.  Save money as well as our 
planet!  Time to get back to our mothers’ habit of saving 
and reusing all sorts of things.  Make do with what is 
on hand.  Conserve electricity and water, and limit tele-
phone usage.

 ☐ Use the internet. Instead of driving to the bank or su-
permarket, save time and petrol by banking or shopping 
online. Same goes to communication. Most people own 
smartphones nowadays which makes communication 
cheaper and easier by using e-mail or instant messaging 
apps.  

Remember your big rocks!

When you feel the going is tough, remember the ‘big rocks’.  
Keep in mind the important things as you strive towards 
your financial goals.

A single mother will need to plan very carefully before quit-
ting a job to start a home-based business.  Do your home-
work and calculate how much money you would need to 
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start the business.  Remember that most businesses will take 
some time (between 6 to 12 months) before generating the 
cash flow and profit needed to sustain them.  The length of 
time taken to start generating cash depends on the type of 
business you are planning to start.

Besides planning the budget and cash flow for the business, 
take into account your household and personal expenditure 
that you will need to set aside ON TOP of what you are put-
ting into the business.

If possible, moonlight before you quit.  It will be good if you 
can get your business going and contacts established before 
you quit your job.  Also, do not ‘burn bridges’ because you 
will never know when you might need to turn to your former 
boss or colleagues for business.

There are many steps to go but you are already on your way!

A home-based business may be the answer to increasing in-
come and achieving financial independence and goals (see 
next chapter on establishing a home-based business).  But 
for many, the challenge of coming up with capital to start a 
business is enough to put them off the idea.

Minimise capital required

Since a home-based business is operated from home, it does 
not require much capital to begin with.  Capital to purchase 
office equipment will be needed if the business requires a 
home office.  A baking or food catering business will require 
the necessary kitchen appliances, equipment, and supplies.  
Likewise, capital to buy craft supplies will be needed if you 
intend to make crafts. 

CAPITAL FOR A

HOME-BASED BUSINESS
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In planning for necessary capital, list the equipment, furni-
ture or appliances you will need to buy.  Try to make do with 
what you have.  If you plan a baking business, utensils you 
already have in your own kitchen should be enough to begin 
with.  The dining table can double as the office table.  Do not 
rush out on a major shopping spree in the excitement to get 
started.  Look for good bargains and shop around.  Consid-
er second-hand or used equipment in good condition (see 
Chapter Five on surviving the first year).

Start small and slowly build up the business.  Try not to bor-
row, if possible.  As the business grows, plough profits back 
into the business.  Then bigger and newer equipment can be 
purchased as needed without getting into unnecessary debt.

Besides equipment and appliances, working capital will be 
needed.  This is the amount of money required to meet ex-
penses and buy supplies/inventory before your customers’ 
money starts coming back to you.  Again, depending on the 
nature of the business, the working capital requirement can 
range from two to several months of cash flow.  This is not as 
bad as it sounds since most home-based businesses are run 
on a cash-on-delivery basis.

Remember to set aside money for advertising.  With a bit of 
creativity, you can effectively advertise at an affordable cost.  
A good source of services at reasonable costs is from oth-
er home-based businesses who are providing such services.  
They are usually less expensive than conventional businesses.  
Besides the usual means of advertising, use e-mail and net-
work with other mothers in the playground, children’s school 
or kindergarten, market, and so on (see Chapter Seven on 
networking).
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Sources of capital
There are two ways to get capital:  internally and externally.

 ☐ Internally.  Use your existing savings or start saving to-
wards the capital to start a home-based business.  This 
is better than borrowing as you are in control and there 
is no anxiety about paying people back.  Saving towards 
your home-based business will then be one of the finan-
cial goals discussed earlier in this chapter.

 ☐ Externally. Borrow your capital from outside sources. 
Family and friends are the usual avenues. Remember to 
treat loans from family and friends as real debt.Intend to 
pay them back. When you borrow money from friends, 
relatives or family members, you are risking your friend-
ship or relationship. If you have to accept a loan from 
these parties, treat the loan the same as a ‘real debt’ you 
owe a bank or finance company.

It is good practice to put aside some money in your on-
going business budget to buy better equipment or to re-
place old or broken equipment.  Also set aside money 
from the business for working capital (to buy stock, in-
ventory or supplies), future capital needs, and for your 
personal and family needs.  You might want to set per-
centages (e.g., 40/30/30) for those needs.

If you have investments, you might want to liquidate 
some of these to raise capital.Taking out a loan on your 
life insurance proceeds is another option. Consider the
latter carefully. Ensure adequate protection before taking 
out such loans.
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It is our responsibility as mothers to be disciplined and 
accountable in financial matters.  Not only are we 
determining our own financial well-being, but also that of 
our family and children.  Our actions will go beyond our 
home and home-based businesses.  We will have an impact 
on our society and nation as well.

No matter what the circumstances are or the amount of 
money we handle, we each need to set our own individual 
goals and make plans for a disciplined, practical and realistic 
approach to budgeting in order to achieve these goals.

CONCLUSION

Construct a simple written contract stating the date and 
amount borrowed and the terms of repayment to prevent 
future problems.  Stick to the terms and make sure you pay 
the loan back.  There is more at stake here than just the 
money borrowed!

Banks normally do not lend money for a home-based 
business.  They might consider advancing money only if you 
already have a track record in your field of business and will 
usually demand some kind of collateral or a guarantor for 
the loan.

There are other sources to look into.  Various government 
ministries launch funds periodically to assist entrepreneurs.  
Some of these funds are specifically meant for women only.  
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Started
Establishing a Home-Based Business

By  Chong Sheau Ching

INTRODUCTION A home-based business is an excellent income-genera-
tion opportunity for mothers who have little capital 
but want to be at home for the family.  If you dream 

of becoming a successful business owner, a home-based 
business is a good way to keep start-up costs down, ease the 
way for smooth growth and quickly turn a profit.

Any mother can start a home-based business, no matter 
what her race, age, experience, or education is.  She can be 
living in a city or a village.  Divorced, widowed, disabled or 
women in unpleasant situations have improved themselves 
financially whilst raising children through home-based busi-
nesses.

Owning a home-based business means having the opportu-
nity to create the freedom to control your income-generating 
ability. You grow emotionally stronger as your home-based 
business grows through the nurturing and determination re-
quired.

Do not let the term ‘business’ scare you.  You already know 
how to go to a market, find the freshest foods, bargain for 
the best price, and be satisfied with your purchases, so you 
know how to start a home-based business.  It does not have 
to be big, complex and daunting to build.  As long as it makes 
a profit for you to  pay bills, its potential is unlimited – no 
matter how small it starts.
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WHAT YOU 

WILL LEARN

Starting a home-based business, however, needs some 
planning.  Experience and training only equip the busi-
nesswoman with fundamentals. Starting a business requires 
a different mindset.  It is like having a baby.  You have to 
nurture it, cure it when it is sick and nourish it to grow.

 ☐ What it takes to start a home-based business.
 ☐ How to generate business ideas and select one that is 

suitable for you. 
 ☐ What steps to take in the initial planning stage.

A home-based business is an income-generating venture 
conducted in the home.  The product (goods or a service) is 
put together, processed or provided from the home.

Characteristics of a home-based business

The key features of a home-based business are as follows.

 ☐ It operates from home.  Overheads are kept low without 
deposits and office or shop rental.  Almost all activities 
can be conducted from home except those that require 
outside meetings and connections.

 ☐ It uses little capital.  Since a home-based business is op-
erated on a small scale, you only need capital to cover 
start-up.  Equipment, furniture, and the telephone in a 
house are all part of capital.  In addition, certain busi-
nesses will need licenses, permits, and incorporation 
that require cash.

WHAT IS A

HOME-BASED BUSINESS ?
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 ☐ It should be ‘safe’.  It does not pose fire, safety or envi-
ronmental hazards to family and neighbours.

 ☐ It mostly uses existing skills, talents, and training.  A 
home-based business is usually built around a moth-
er’s particular talents or skills.  It uses the professional 
knowledge besides mothering and household-manage-
ment skills.

 ☐ It develops you personally. A businesswoman develops 
self-confidence as she carries on the business and even-
tually achieves high degree of self-reliance.

 ☐ It reaps rewards from using ICT (Internet Communica-
tion Technologies).  ICT allows you to do several staff ’s 
job, be efficient, and cut down travel and operational 
costs. It allows you to manage your business any where 
anytime.

 ☐ Its growth depends heavily on you and your 

 ☐ It has growth potential.  Its growth, size, and pace 
are up to the businesswoman.  You can control how 
big or small you want it to be. If the business grows 
to require more space and resources, it will need 
the help of paid employees and a more spacious, 
commercial setting.

relationship with others. Since you are the main 
operator and the owner, what and how you do 
every aspect of your business affect the 
management, marketing and the sustainability. 
Home-business start-ups rely heavily on interacting 
with people that the founders have good relationship 
with. 
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 ☐ It can grow and change according to your family’s needs.  
As the business woman, you can decide how much per-
sonal and time resources you want to put into the busi-
ness as compared to the priorities you set for the family.

 ☐ You are the most powerful element in the business’s life 
span. You are the first staff, the first manager and may 
be the only one working fulltime in the business. Your 
home environment, your behaviours and attitudes influ-
ence the pace and characteristic of its growth. 

The first step in establishing a home-based business is to 
determine your business goals. Your goals determine the 
time, energy and thought you will put into your business.  
They define the sales volume and whether the business will 
grow in a professional, systematic way.  They also affect your 
attitude towards your business.  Will you take care of your 
sick child by dropping your orders, not delivering on time 
or cancelling meetings?  Alternatively, will you make other 
arrangements to ensure customer satisfaction? 

Know where you are going

The success of your business depends on what you set 
out to achieve.  If your goal is to get occasional orders to 

Starting up in small but steady steps 
• Identify business goals.
• Identify skills and aptitude.
• Become your own boss.
• Define options by identifying field of interest, ideas and business entity.
• Test if idea is workable through thinking and planning.
• Devise a personal strategy.
• Organise and build a network of support.

IDENTIFY

BUSINESS GOALS
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occupy your time, then you can enjoy occasional freelance 
work or selling products here and there.  Starting a sole pro-
prietorship or a company is not right for you.

If you aim to make a small income to buy food for the family 
and you can rely on friends and neighbours as customers, 
think about a sole proprietorship or a joint venture with peo-
ple who can be your business partners.  

But, if the goal is to make money for your entire monthly 
household expenses or to realise a business dream, then you 
need to put in a real effort.  You have to plan, solve prob-
lems, create a need for your product, keep trying new ways 
to make the business grow, and work hard.  Think seriously 
about a sole proprietorship or even a company when your 
business volume grows.

Focus your energy on ONE business and give it your time.  
Many home-based businesses go nowhere because the busi-
nesswomen have too many divergent ideas, and thus become 
unfocused especially in the use of time and mental energy.

Try to balance your need for cash with the time you need to 
set your business in motion.  It is easy to be lured by short-
term work offering urgently-needed cash.  But when you are 
occupied with other cash-generating work, you do not have 
time to realise your business goal.  Take the case of a home-
maker who bought a sewing machine for her dressmaking 
business.  Someone asked her to baby-sit, and another want-
ed her to clean the house.  She needed the money so she took 
the offers.  She only sewed a few dresses during  festival times 
for neighbours.  After three years, her sewing business had 
gone nowhere.



89

How to Get Started
Establishing a Home-Based Business  

What are your skills

Mothers have multiple skills used at work, at home and in 
social settings.  If we look at ourselves closely, we will see all 
our skills.  A skill is not necessarily learned in classrooms or 
jobs, nor do we need a certificate for it.  It can be something 
we were born with, have cultivated since childhood or devel-
oped in a hobby or interest.  Sweeping is a skill.  Hair-wash-
ing is a skill.  Speaking more than one language is a skill.  
Taking care of children is a skill.  Driving, cycling, walking, 
speaking, listening, reading and tidying-up are all skills!

Disabled mothers have many skills too.  Never deny all the 
things you know how to do.  You may have low vision, but 
you have a healthy body and you can listen, talk and think.  
A wheelchair-bound mother can still use her brain, hands 
and her senses. A teen mom too has skills just as the ability 
to make other teenagers understand her.

Skills are transferable.  If you can drive a car, you can drive 
a minibus to transport children from school to another ac-
tivity.  Turn your skills into a moneymaking opportunity.  Be 
creative.

IDENTIFY

SKILLS & APTITUDE

• What do I do daily and what skills are involved?
• What else do I think I can do?
• What things do others tell me I do well?
• What do I enjoy doing?
• What skills are necessary to excel in what I want to do?
• How might my skills be useful if I start a home-based business?

Ask yourself these questions.  Write down everything.  Do not be modest.
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Combine several skills to create an essential big skill for your 
business.  If you write press releases in your job, your hobby is 
quilting, you know how to use the Internet, and you network 
well, start a quilting e-newsletter for your network.  Now you 
have one big skill – e-newsletter production for quilting.

Still stuck?  Observe what others do.  The kind of things they 
do requires certain skills.  Match your skills with what they 
have.

Develop those skills you do not have.  Get training.  Learn 
from those you know.  Practise by doing them more often.  
Read, listen and observe.

Are you right for this?

After identifying your skills, find out whether you have the 
personal attributes to be a businesswoman.  ‘Yes’ answers to 
the following questions mean you are a natural business-
woman.  However, you do not have to have all the qualities.  
The lack of a few does not mean you are unsuitable.  Take 
steps to improve missing qualities to increase your chances 
of success.

 ☐ Do/Would I like to be introduced as a businesswoman?
 ☐ Do I often think about new ideas and new ways of doing things?
 ☐ Do I have a strong desire to be independent?
 ☐ Do I want to create something that I can be proud of?
 ☐ Do I really WANT to earn an income on my own?
 ☐ Am I persistent when things are tough?
 ☐ Am I motivated to work on my own when no boss is watching over me?
 ☐ Am I willing to take risks?
 ☐ Do I have the patience, which requires sacrificing some comfort and leisure, to 

lay a solid foundation for a business?
 ☐ Do I think things through and plan instead of being led by surrounding 

       situations?
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 ☐ Do I have confidence that I will carry out my plans?
 ☐ Am I willing to work hard, not expecting things to drop on my lap?
 ☐ Do I have ways to cope with conflicting demands on my time and energy?  
 ☐ Do I get along well with people?
 ☐ Am I willing to take advice and criticism in order to improve my business?

Follow your natural qualities and attributes.  Do not try di-
rect-selling if you are an introvert.  Do not embark on a com-
puter-based job that requires little personal interaction if you 
are a sociable person.

Deciding on the business field and the product is the next 
step.  Your interest and curiosity are the seeds from which a 
business grows.  Your conscious search for information, and 
then your thoughts about improving the situation, will help 
you develop a business idea.

Here are some ways to plant a seed:
• Turn your knowledge and experience into a business 

opportunity.  Bringing up six children gives experience 
for a childcare business. 

• Turn your hobby into a business.  Your hobby of 
       collecting ethnic  beads  can  turn  into  a   bead-trading   
       business   with   fellow   collectors.    Sell  products  your 
       fellow hobbyists need.

• Create a speciality market.  Look at special dietary 
needs, religious needs and tastes.  Make halal pau (Chi-
nese steamed bun) for Muslims or cater Indian meals 
using Thai ingredients in Thailand to cater to local 
taste buds.  Raise free-range chicken  in your house 
compound for the lucrative medicinal soup market. 

DEFINE  YOUR

OPTIONS
Germinating a seed
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• Invent a business out of personal necessity.  If you have 
to consume organic vegetables due to a health problem, 
find the vegetables and cater meals for others who want 
the same thing.

• Think of helping others like you.  What can you do to 
help other mothers become better mothers?  What can 
you do to save their time or money? 

• Use your time and personal resources.  Instead of driv-
ing only your child between school, tutor and extra-cur-
ricular activities, make some money by driving other 
children in the same class.

• Sell others’ products.  Direct sell or create a partnership 
with someone who knows how to make a product but 
has no resources to market it.

• Add something new to an existing product.  Sew  Indo-
nesian sarongs with Burmese embroideries or use Thai 
silk as border linings.  Sprinkle crushed, dried local fruit 
onto your Western cookies.

• Turn others’ wastes into products.  Make 
dolls from corncobs by getting the mate-
rials from a corn-canning factory.  Make 
feather dusters from feathers collected 
from an abattoir.

• Do something that competitors are not 
doing.  If your neighbours are all mak-
ing nyonya kuih to capture festival sales, 
make something different.
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• Fulfil your present employer’s needs.  Think of how you 
can improve her business.  Listen to her complaints.  Can 
you help her overcome her business problems?  Can you 
be her supplier or sub-contractor?  What would make 
you and co-workers work more efficiently?  Can you pro-
vide the help?

• Give more for the money.  Duplicate what your employer 
does on a small scale but give better value.

• Make others’ wishes come true.  Travel, browse around 
and join groups.  Attend parties and activities.  Actively 
listen to complaints and wishes.  They are all unfulfilled 
needs.  Your business is to make them happy.

• Do something for the community.  Are there any social 
or environmental issues in your community that you 
want to help solve? If you feel strongly about making an 
impact on your community with your business, you may 
want to look up social entrepreneurship. This is a whole 
area by itself and there are many resources to read up on. 
There are also non-profits which groom social-enterpre-
neurs.

• Think of the ‘how’, ‘what’, ‘who’, ‘where’ when looking 
at a common idea:

 
 ☐ How can you improve an existing home-based business?  How can you 

make it more convenient, safer, tastier, more user-friendly, less expensive, 
more attractive, more time-flexible or combine it with another product?

 ☐ What extra thing can you add to the product to make it unique?

 ☐ Who else would be interested in buying it besides the expected type of cus-
tomers?

 ☐ Where else is this product not available?
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Shaping the seed

For those who want to make their business dreams come 
true, look for a business that can start small but has the po-
tential to expand.  Read books, attend business training, 
trade fairs, and join business clubs.  Listen and observe to 
generate the right idea.

Caution:  

Do not get into a business on impulse or because your 
husband says it is a good idea.  

Do something that you WANT and something that you 
ENJOY.  

Do not go into a business that you are totally unfamiliar 
with just because you think it is highly profitable.  Take the 
risk only if you have plenty of resources and essential help.

Do not go into a business thinking that you will strike in-
stant riches.  Such thinking will lead you to set unrealistic 
goals and embark on activities that may hurt your busi-
ness in the long run.  

Learn as much as possible before you start.  For example, 
gain food business knowledge by working a few hours a 
week in a restaurant.  You will then find out where to buy 
ingredients cheaply and what customer preferences are.  

Beware of ‘get-rich-quick’ and pyramid schemes sent to 
the phone or through your email. They offer earnings of 
several hundred to thousands of US dollar  per week with 
little work to do. They also prey on mothers who want to 
look for quick and easy money.
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Sprouted seeds

Here is a list of home-based businesses that have proven suc-
cessful in Malaysia. 

Family-type businesses

Babysitting
Play/craft/storytelling sessions
Special courses for children in the school holidays
Organising children’s birthday parties
‘Latchkey’ child services *
Post-natal care
Senior citizen  or disabled child care
Errand running and personal shopping services for busy 
parents

Food businesses

Baking for festive seasons or special functions
Catering daily meals
Catering for parties and office functions
Spice and herb packages
Healthy snack foods
Canning of preserves, jellies, or special fruits and vegetables

Service provisions

House cleaning or household help
Insurance selling and will writing
Real estate selling and management
Tailoring
Financial, investment and tax services
Inventory and mailing list management
Traditional or special massage
Tutoring for children
Language or handicraft lessons for adults
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Music, singing, dancing or sports lessons 
Weddings: making of bunga telur/andam for Malay weddings, bridal make-ups and 
                   dresses
Laundry: washing and ironing
Answering service for mail order or direct marketing businesses
Temporary secretarial services
Interior decoration
Running a recording studio
Beauty care (hair-cutting, giving permanents, facials, cosmetics)

‘SOHO’

Accounting/auditing
Company secretarial services
Translation
Writing/copywriting
Web designing and content management
Training
Desktop publishing
Graphic design and drafting
Writing ‘how to’ books and manuals or post ‘how to’ videos online
Publishing special newsletters

Goods-related businesses

Making and/or selling goods such as:
• Handicrafts, greeting cards, T-shirts, baskets, gifts

• Second-hand clothes, toys and books

• Paper decorations for festivals and ethnic functions

Flower arranging
Multi-level and direct selling

*Transporting children from school to your home, feeding them nutritious lunches and   
   snacks, helping with homework and necessary care until parents pick them up after work.
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Trees nurtured from seeds

All over the world, mothers have made their home-based 
businesses into multibillion/million-dollar businesses.  Here 
are some international inspirations.

• Mary Kay Ash, founder of Mary Kay Cosmetics, US, 
with US$1 billion annual revenue, started her business 
by organising women to sell cosmetics at in-home beau-
ty shows.

• Mrs. Debbi Fields of the multibillion-dollar interna-
tional business, Mrs. Fields Cookies, USA, started the 
business by baking her cookies in her kitchen and selling 
them from a little stall in a mall.  When sales were down, 
she ran out to the parking lots and gave out free cookies 
to anyone who would try her product.

• Lane Nemeth started a home-party business in 1977 sell-
ing educational toys from suppliers.  Her company, Dis-
covery Toys, US, now sells over US$200 million worth of 
toys, books and games through direct sales.

• Alissa Harakal is a personal trainer who offers per-
sonal training and Pilates classes in-house, at work or 
in groups. She is able to combine her passion for fitness 
and performing to take advantage of the growing focus 
on health and fitness.

• Sandra Kurtzig, founder of the US$400 million com-
puter programming company, ASK, started her business 
from her apartment with her children running around 
her as she worked.
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Southeast Asian inspirations include:

• Reese Fernandez-Ruiz founded Rags2Riches in 2007, 
helping women in poor areas in the Philippines by sell-
ing fashion and accessories created out of upcycled ma-
terials.

• Esther Nguyen saw an opportunity in licensing music 
for download in Vietnam and started Pops Worldwide. 
Apart from licensing and publishing media, the compa-
ny also creates mobile phone apps and remains the main 
licensee of Vietnamese music on You Tube.

• Pat Liew, founder and Chief Executive Officer of BTC 
Clothier Sdn Bhd – whose fashion brand ‘British India’ 
is well-known all over Malaysia, with stores in more than 
15 countries – started her business from a home office 
in 1994.

• Madam Wang How Wah, founder of Sunflower Bakery 
in Penang, KL and Johor Bahru, started making layer 
cakes from home as a means to make extra income. Af-
ter her husband passed away, it became her only means 
of income to bring up her children. Her children now 
run her business. 

• Silent World Sdn Bhd, a Malaysian company managed 
and run by the deaf, sells products and services sup-
plied by home-based ventures.  Mrs Shirley Yeoh, for 
example, supplies T-shirts that she designs and paints 
to Silent World Sdn Bhd and other deaf organisations. 
 
The women who supply cakes, sweets, preserved foods 
and partially-prepared dishes to your neighbourhood 
markets, shops and hawker stalls.
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Is it a girl, a boy or twins?
The next step is to decide on the type of business entity.  Do 
you wish to register your business as a sole proprietorship, a 
partnership, a company or simply start without any formal-
ity?  As your business grows, think about business registra-
tion to give it a higher profile so that it can attract resources 
more easily.

The cheapest and fastest way is to register your business as 
either a sole proprietorship or a partnership with the Reg-
istrar of Business (ROB).  Setting up a company will require 
registration with the Registrar of Companies (ROC).  Hire a 
reliable company secretary in your area to reduce travelling 
time and ensure compliance.

Your business partner can be your spouse, family members, 
friends or someone in your network.  Your partner must be 
honest and have the same vision, goals and commitment as 
you.  Select someone who is knowledgeable and skilled in 
handling his/her responsibility and who has a similar work-
ing style as you.  It is advisable to set out in clear terms on pa-
per each partner’s responsibility and have all parties endorse 
the agreement.   

Here are the types of business entities, their advantages and 
disadvantages to consider in making your decision. You may 
need to find out the requirements and fees for each in your 
country.

Type of Business 
in Malaysia
Sole Proprietor

Partnership
Limited company

Advantages

• No need to submit any tax re-
turns to ROB

• No need to pay secretarial or 
audit fees

• Same as above
• You and your company are a 

separate legal entity

Disadvantages

• You and your company are not a separate legal 
entity, ie, you can be sued personally or become 
bankrupt due to your business.

• Same as above
• Must submit annual returns
• Accounts must be submitted and audited
• Need a company secretary
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Creative partnerships or joint ventures

Turn your limitations into opportunity.  If you are disabled 
or constrained in some way, you can form partnerships with 
other mothers so each of you complements the other’s skills 
and situation in operating the business.  For example, in an 
office lunch catering business, a three-party partnership can 
work very well:  a wheelchair-bound woman can take the 
telephone or online orders, a homemaker who likes to cook 
does the cooking, and a homemaker who drives and is free 
between 11am and 2pm delivers the meals to the offices.

Partnerships enable mothers to support each other, save costs 
and work more efficiently.  You also have someone to refer 
customers to when you are unable to take business.  Take the 
case of two neighbours who form a cleaning/cooking busi-
ness together.  Ann cooks well, Aisha irons well and both 
know how to house-clean.  Both of them only have 7am-3pm 
for their business before their children return from school.  
Aisha goes to market to buy the ingredients and then to 
Ann’s house to help her cook several catered family lunches.  
They share the delivering of the meals to several houses in 
a residential area on their motorbikes.  Two of these houses 
also use their cleaning service.  Aisha irons the clothes while 
Ann does most of the cleaning.  They are both back at home 
for their own housework by 3pm.
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TEST YOUR 

IDEA

Many home-based businesses owned by mothers started 
years ago without paper plans.  The businesses flourished 
due to these mothers’ sheer hard work and determination.  
However, there are also an untold number of home-based 
businesses that failed within the first year.  To have a greater 
chance for success, make plans on paper so you can clearly 
see where you are going and what you need to do.

Thinking it over and writing it down 

Writing your thoughts down helps you to think in steps, con-
sider all angles, and test if the idea has any business value.  It 
helps you map out how you will get the business started and 
keep it going to reach your goal.

If you just want to earn some extra cash by baking, jot down 
a few points so you know what logical action to take.  On the 
other hand, if you need to raise money through loans and 
will depend on the business to provide your total household 
income, then do your homework and write a proper plan.  
Do research and ask for advice from professional business 
advisors on how to write a business plan.

If the business idea does not look viable on paper, save your-
self money and time by finding another idea.  Retrace your 
steps until you get the right idea.

Can it work?

Start a business that can accommodate your circumstances. 
Your home environment, health status, and ages of family 
members determine the suitability of your business. For 
example, if your house is near a septic tank, home-tutoring 
students may be put off by the smell. If your house is near a 
rubbish dump, forget about the food business: flies will pose 
a problem. If you care for young children or chronically-ill 
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family members, a business that requires visiting customers 
or running around is not appropriate.

Be sensitive to your neighbours’ social, health and religious 
concerns. Conducting tuition classes in your link house with 
children reading out loud is inconsiderate if your neighbour 
next door is suffering from cancer and in need of quiet bed-
rest.  Drying pork sausages on your porch in a predominant-
ly Muslim neighbourhood will not make you many friends.  
Dealing with meat products openly when your next door 
neighbours are strict vegetarians will make them uncomfort-
able with your business.

Looking out for neighbours’ welfare means getting their ut-
most co-operation and goodwill for your business.  They can 
be part of your business network and your most loyal cus-
tomers!

For a sole proprietorship or a private company, ask a com-
pany secretary or lawyer if it is legal to operate the business 
from home.  Check on zoning regulations and ordinances 
with a company secretary, professional bodies, trade asso-
ciations, your district council, or those already in your pro-
posed line of business.  Home-based businesses must not 
pose health, safety or environmental threats to neighbours.  
Find out the legality of the business.  If it is not currently le-
gal, find out what you can do about this.  Apply for a permit 
or adjust your business to meet the restrictions
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Develop a business plan

The following information provides guidelines to determine 
whether an idea can be made into a business.  The informa-
tion should go into your business plan.  Its length and com-
plexity depends on your business goal.  The more committed 
you are in making the business work, the more details are 
needed in the plan.

 ☐ Customers.  Who are they?  Where are they?  What do 
they buy and why?  What do they like and dislike?  How 
does your product benefit them?  What kind of pricing/
packaging/promotion makes them buy?  If there are no 
apparent customers, find a special or ‘niche’ market (cus-
tomers with a taste or preference for your special prod-
uct).  Research for more information or ask those in the 
same business.

 ☐ Competitors.  Who are they?  Where are they?  What is 
their product quality and pricing?  How do they operate 
their businesses?  What do they do well?

 ☐ Pricing.  Type?  Discounts or introductory offers?  Any 
guarantees?

 ☐ Credit and collection.  Do you want to give credit?  What 
are the credit terms?  How will you collect money owed?

 ☐ Potential sales and profit.  Expected sales per day/week/
month?  How much will the profit be?

 ☐ Raw materials/ingredients/equipment.  Where and how 
to get the best quality with the best value for money?  
Who are reliable suppliers?  What are the costs?  Do you 
have adequate storage space?

Take up one idea. 

Make that one idea your 
life – think of it, dream of 

it, live on that idea. Let the 
brain, muscles, nerves, every 
part of your body, be full of 

the idea, and just leave every 
idea alone. 

This is the way to success. 

Swami Vivekananda
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 ☐ Production.  Which part of your house is for produc-
tion?  How will you do it?  Do you have the necessary 
equipment and tools?  How much labour is required?  
What are the costs?  Do you also have adequate storage 
for finished products?

 ☐ Marketing.  How will you sell?  What promotional chan-
nels will be used?  How many potential customers could 
you reach?  How will you do it?  What are the costs?

 ☐ Finance.  How much capital and where to get it?  (See 
Chapter Three on budgeting basics.)

 ☐ Risks.  What are they?  How great are they?  Can you 
afford to take them?

SWOT

Mothers often are stuck, too afraid to take the next step for 
fear of failing, even after they find out that their business 
ideas are viable.  Here is a self-evaluation exercise – SWOT 
(Strengths-Weaknesses-Opportunities-Threats) analysis – to 
help you identify ways to get started:

 ☐ Strengths.  Identify the strengths you have to make your 
business idea work.  These include personal abilities, 
what you own materially and your home environment.  
Think about whether you have past experience, your 
family’s enthusiasm, a willingness to work seven days a 
week, a skill, financial security, reliable childcare and a 
husband who shares housework.

 ☐ Weaknesses.  These are what you lack personally, ma-
terially or in your home.  Analyse your inadequa-
cies and constraints.  These could include poor time 
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 management, lack of self-discipline or an essential skill,  
 no workspace or young children who need constant 
 attention.

 ☐ Opportunities.  These include a ready pool of customers, 
a strong economy, a low interest rate, and assistance and 
training from the government or from women’s organi-
sations.

 ☐ Threats. Political instability affects business environ-
ment and consumer confidence. Currency exchange 
fluctuations affect prices of imported raw materials and 
exported goods. Internet instability also affects e-busi-
ness transactions.

To tie these four factors together, you 
need to have a strategy.  Work out 
a personal scheme by asking these 
questions.  How do I make the busi-
ness suitable for my family and me?  
What do I need to do to capture the 
opportunity?  How do I make full use 
of my strengths, minimise my weak-
nesses and avoid the threats?

This is how Charanjit, a single moth-
er who works as a clerk, draws a per-
sonal strategy to start up her muruku 
business which she hopes will buy 
her an apartment one day.

As your business and 
home situation changes, do 
another SWOT analysis to 
find out how you can move 
forward and adapt your strategy
 accordingly.
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Testing plan 

If possible, test the business by doing it on a small scale for 
a short period.  Set out a testing plan on paper and then act 
on the plan.  While you are doing so, find ways to tailor the 
amount of risk you can take with your financial and home 
circumstances.  If the business seems workable, charge ahead!

Example of a personal action plan:

2016
Learn to make product and find more information about the business. 
Save money for capital.
Write a business plan to test if it will work.

2017
 Jan   - Find the cheapest raw materials.  Make business a family project. 
 Feb  - Find ways to make product faster. 
 Mar  - Make product.  Adjust home arrangements accordingly.
 Apr to Aug  - Sell to friends and ask for suggestions on product quality.   
                                  Find   ways  to   make   product   better.   Observe   which 
                                  marketing method is the best. 
 Sept to Dec - Plan finance and home-life for business.  Make a  more detailed 
       business plan.

2018
 Jan to June  - Organise business operations. 
 July      - Quit employment and work on business full-time. 

Start the business gradually.  Depending on the business, you 
may make an immediate profit (e.g., food businesses) or it 
may take several months to make a profit (e.g., service-relat-
ed businesses).

Try your best to avoid being caught in a financial trap.  It is 
hard, but other mothers have done it successfully by seek-
ing advice, connecting with resources and being determined 
(see Chapter Three on budgeting basics).

DEVISE A 

PERSONAL STRATEGY
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Organise your home life and yourself WELL so that you have 
time, space and resources for your business (see Chapter Six 
on adjusting your home life to home office).  When you are 
calm and in charge of your life, you will find ways to start.  
Stay healthy physically and emotionally so you can deal with 
customers in a positive manner.

Organise home life 

Build support from your family, especially your spouse.  You 
will need their assistance emotionally, especially in times of 
business crisis.  Co-operation from the family is critical in 
the first year start-up.  Win them over with your idea or de-
velop the idea with them.  You also need a clear head and 
many bridges to reach your business goal.

Organise yourself

You will lose your business direction unless you 
organise and maintain information from the start! (See 
Chapter Six for more detailed ideas.)

Establish a good record-keeping system for bills,
 invoices, receipts and finances so that you know whom to 
pay and who owes you.  It helps you to plan business cash 
flow (i.e., how much cash your business has) and assess your 
financial situation.  If you do not have a bank account, use a 
notebook or spreadsheet to record how much money you put 
into your business and how much money you have earned.  
Do not forget the dates.

ORGANISE AND

GET SUPPORT
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Establish an information system to store information re-
garding contacts, phone numbers and addresses, suppliers, 
trends, sales and purchase records, inventories, upcoming 
events, subjects of interest, mail, external storage and back-
ups.  There are many free and low-cost e-solutions for small 
businesses which can help you track customers, inventory 
easily and effortlessly. Easy retrieval saves your time and mi-
nimises information lo ss.

The right systems should be simple, easy-to-use, meet your 
business objectives, and be easily expandable when your 
business grows.

Learn computer documentation skills which include busi-
ness data compiling skills,  simple graphic or imaging skills, 
cataloguing skills and even simple editing in the language 
you work in.  Find an intern to help you if you need such 
assistance for a short period.   

Finally, prepare yourself well before a meeting.  Bring along 
everything you need and present information clearly. 
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Organise the business

Here are more reminders of what must be done to organise 
the business from the start:  

1 Write a detailed business plan.
2 Plan financially.
3 Check on legality. 
4 Learn the business rules, regulations and laws.
5 Sign on a company secretary.
6 Name the business.
7 Register the business.
8 Get license and permits.  Patent your product (if you invented it yourself).
9 Design a business logo.
10 Get a company stamp, print letterhead/stationery and get a business telephone line.
11 Open a business bank account or keep a notebook for recording transactions.
12 Find essential equipment or furniture to set up production or office.
13 Organise the office/worksite.
14 Set up a work schedule.
15 Set up a record-keeping system (receipts, orders, bills, etc).
16 Set up an information system (market trends, business contacts, etc).
17 Find a source for raw materials from reliable suppliers.
18 Produce promotional material.
19 Select marketing channels and start marketing.
20 Start production/servicing.

Caution:  Depending on the kind of business, some of the 
steps above could entangle you in government red tape.  
Even a simple procedure like getting a document stamped 
is a hassle if you are not used to the process.  Do not try to 
save money by solving red tape problems yourself.  You will 
be wasting your precious time and will end up stressed.  Hire 
those who know what to do in order to get things done prop-
erly in a timely manner. You are not meant to do everything 
by yourself.
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Effective pricing is a crucial factor in determining whether 
your product is marketable. The product price must be high 
enough to make a profit but still acceptable to the customer.  
As an example, here is how to price two tins of biscuits you 
make in a day:

PRICING

a) Determine the direct cost (cost of ingredients and paid labour for production and     $10
        delivery) 

b) Determine the indirect cost (cost of utilities, gas, telephone, etc)   $ 4

c) Add these two together        $14
        
d) Divide by the number of products produced in that time.    $ 7
 This is the’ break-even cost’.  Any price lower than this will be a loss. 

e) ‘Floor price’ is the lowest price you can charge to make a profit.   $10
 
f) ‘Ceiling price’ is the price competitors are charging.     $15

g) Suggested price – ie, pitched between e) and f)     $12/13

Here are some tips:  
• Food business – Add up the total cost of the raw mate-

rials, multiply this by three.

• Service – Charge by time spent or per piece of work.  For 
example, per page of translation, per dress pattern, or at 
an hourly rate for writing.

• Find out what the competitors are charging for the same 
product or service.

• Ask advice from a business network and conduct a price 
test with a group of customers.
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• Pricing must be reasonable.  If your children eat half of 
the biscuits, do not add the cost of producing those to 
your total cost!  If the cost is high, make a serious effort 
to reduce cost by producing them faster or cheaper.  Do 
not add the cost of your inefficiency to your price.

• Your product price should be slightly lower than your 
competitors’ who have shops or offices.  If it is the same 
or slightly higher, make sure you give added value such 
as free delivery, special packaging, free advice or amend-
ments to documents within a certain period.

• Never charge more than your competitors for a product 
of the same quality and the same kind of service.

• Do not try to make more than the standard margin of 
profit for a particular business.  Quick profit will cost 
you in the long-term – no sale.

• Sell below the competitors’ price if you are more efficient 
or aiming to sell more units to make a bigger total prof-
it.  Making USD10 by selling ten units at USD1 each is 
better than making USD2 with the sale of only one unit.
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CONCLUSION To start any home-based business, you must identify your 
skills and the opportunities available, act to set up the busi-
ness, produce the product, market it, and collect money to 
make a profit.  Every business grows through the same path.

Opportunities are everywhere even if you have little capital. 
Spot the opportunity and weigh things carefully to see if it is 
worth your while to proceed.  Most of all, choose a business 
that you and your family can live with in the long term. 

The key to your successful start-up is to take a complete 
interest in the business, set clear realistic goals, and 
plan systematically while gathering as much support as 
possible from the home front and your network.  Provide 
a good quality product and sell at a competitive price with 
competitive terms.
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After a home-based business has been set up, the next 
challenge is to ensure its survival – operational level  

business marketing activities and sales are going on to sus-
tain production or service provision) and financially (able to 
pay bills related to the business and eventually make some 
profit to stay afloat.)   

The first year is the hardest to deal with as we have to cope 
with the changes the business brings to our home life and 
our personal behaviour while we are producing goods, 
marketing our business and servicing our customers.  We 
are simultaneously being mothers, wives and businesswom-
en in offices in which we also live!     

The key to home-based business survival is to have the 
financial capability to sustain ourselves (if necessary) and 
our business activities until the business turns profitable, 
usually by year three (for small businesses).  Financial back-
up is absolutely essential as business income may not be 
constant and profit margin can be very low for a start-up.

The survival test is how we use our skills to turn the 
small capital into profit, and how we can double available 
business cash in the shortest time possible. Business surviv-
al is about having the right skills, information, approach, 
contacts, and timing. It is about knowing your product well and 
how it serves customers or clients’ needs to your advantage – 
making profit.

INTRODUCTION
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WHAT YOU WILL 
LEARN

• How to survive the first year of the start-up.
• How to market your product effectively.
• How to make improvements to your home-based business.

CULTIVATE A
BUSINESS ATTITUDE

Those who have founded social enterprises will find 
it even harder to make any monetary profit as social 
profits such as the empowerment of marginalized groups or 
environmental protection are hard to monetize. When there 
are more operating expenses than income-earned, let alone 
profit, the business operation must be efficient, slim and 
well-strategized.  

Hard as it may seem, the first year is easily manageable if we 
adopt a good business attitude.  We must be as professional 
as possible towards our set-up, no matter how small it is. 

And we have to be patient, looking at the long term gains 
while celebrating the small achievements, one step at a time.

A viable business should run throughout the year, not 
ceasing operation when your son has a birthday, your 
relatives visit or when you simply are not in a good mood. 
Having a home-based business means that you cannot clock 
in and out like an office worker does. Your business may have 
no work time limit and it will need your personal attention 
in every aspect.

Your business is full of possibilities.  But the possibilities can 
only be realised if you take control of the business with a 
professional business attitude. 

 Develop a business attitude by thinking along these lines:
• Assume that you do not know everything.  If you have 

never been in business before, nothing you were ever 
taught, even in university, can adequately prepare you 
for a home-based business.
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• Maintain an appropriate business image.  Ensure the 
following present a professional image for your type of 
business: company name, logo, stationery, promotional 
materials, home office setting, your appearance and be-
haviour.

• Think like a customer in every aspect of your business.

• Learn to operate, maintain, and repair tools or ma-
chines such as the photocopier cum scanner, computer 
or a multi-function blender to save costs, space and time. 
Learn especially computer skills to be more efficient so 
you don’t have to hire people to do things for you. 

 � There are many free e-books and You-tube videos which 
teach skills. Use them and keep learning as much as you 
need.

• Try doing most things yourself.  Do tasks you have 
never done before to reduce costs and learn those you 
do not already know.  What you learn will build solid 
ground for your business. Learn to use e-solutions or 
m-solutions which can catalogue, automate inventory 
with data-entry, and any app which help the operation 
to be manned by one person- you!  

• Use outside help to reduce stress and save time.  Get pro-
fessional help for tasks which are too difficult or take you 
too long to finish.

• Engage freelancers, consultants or interns instead of 
full-time employees.  Be organised so you have clear-cut 
work for them to do especially if you are paying by the 
hour or day wages. 

 �
Most of them will be happy to work at a lower cost if 
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you give them telework arrangement which is based 
on output with all related and background information 
sent to them by you on the Internet. Administrative and 
accounts personnel should work in your home office while 
those whose output can be monitored online or via output, 
can telework with you (but ensure they give you a daily, 
weekly or monthly report to prove work done depending 
on the length of contract). 

• Imitate successful businesses, but do so with finesse.  Do 
not, for example, slightly change an existing corporate 
logo, sales slogans or pamphlet designs of a successful 
business and use them for your own business in order 
to capitalise on the business’s reputation.  Create your 
own distinct identity.  A home-based business depends 
heavily on a good reputation and its network.  Once your 
unethical reputation becomes known, there will be no 
stopping others from doing similar things to you.

• Do not do anything illegal!  Someone may try to 
convince you that it is impossible for a business to be 
profitable by following rules, regulations, and the 
professional code of ethics.  Suggestions on how to cheat 
may be given to you.  If you take them, you may make an 
instant profit, but do not expect to be long in business. 

Business people who cheat or are involved in illegal deal-
ings often disappear with a large amount of money by 
closing down their shops.  A home-based business does 
not have this choice – unless you do not mind moving 
house constantly, disrupting family life.  Furthermore, 
operating a home-based business means having your 
children growing up watching your business behaviour.  
You will be conditioning them to be either responsible or 
dishonest when they grow up.
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• Do not take unfair advantage of others.  A home-based 
business depends on goodwill and personal relation-
ships. Thank people no matter how small their help is.  
Do not use other’s intellectual property from pictures 
to web content without permission or steal databases 

 � unethically.  

• Honour contracts and cheques issued. Do not cheat 
or purposely mislead others.  Bounced cheques and 

 � dishonesty will ensure a loss of confidence in you.

• Never give customers sub-standard products or short-
change services. Making more and quick profit in an un-
ethical way will hurt your business.  Your customer will 
find out eventually if you cut corners.  For example, do 
not answer calls when you are tutoring as your custom-
er is paying you for your undivided attention and time. 
Do not replace genuine organic ingredients with non-

 � organic ones if you are selling organic foods. 

• Do not gossip about customers’ affairs or talk about 
non-buyers especially if they live in the same neighbour-
hood or their presence is seen regularly in your social 
networks.  The person you gossip to may listen atten-
tively but may not buy from you for fear of the same 
treatment.  Keep what you learn about your customers 
to yourself. 

• Respect and take every business contact and 
customer seriously no matter how unimportant the cus-
tomer seems to be.  You may be a former senior man-
ager, now that you have a business, everyone -- from a 
toilet cleaner to a lowly clerk, is your potential customer.  
Forget about status and face; you are in business, your 
customers are the kings and queens.
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• Build community relationships.  If the community 
knows you as a regular customer or a resident in the area, 
people are more likely to help promote your business in 
their shops, associations and cyber-networks. 

Volunteer to do community work, show the community 
that you care about them. They will buy from you be-
sides giving you better deals, information, contacts, or  
referring customers to you. Be genuine, be caring, be 
real.

• Save time. Value time.  There are many demands in your 
life now that you are a business woman. Think of all the 
time-savers and practice them, drop all the time-wasters. 
The more time you save, the more time you have for your 
business, your family and yourself. 

‘Time’ is also your business money. Value your time by 
monetizing all kinds of time spent so you know how and 
what to prioritize. If one hour of your time is valued at 
USD5, spending at least two hours daily on unnecessary 
social media activities will waste USD10 per day from 
your business.

• Work to your business timetable.  Give your business 
priority by making appropriate arrangements at home.  
Customers will not call again if you tell them that you 
are too busy with housework that day.  Show them you 
want their business. In times of home crisis and special 
occasions, make proper arrangements with business as-
sociates to take care of customer needs.

• Obtain correct, updated business information at all 
times. A home-based business needs such information 
to take advantage of its flexibility to adapt to changes.  
Proper information also ensures good decision-making, 
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thus saving unnecessary expenditure and maximising
opportunities available.  Seek out people who are rich in 
experience and credible agencies that could provide such 
information.  For example, if a certain artificial sweeten-
er – a key ingredient in your sweets – has just been re-
vealed in the newspaper as cancer-causing, replace it im-
mediately with another sweetener, even if you still have 
a big bag of the first one left.  Not doing so will ensure 
your health-conscious customers lose trust in you when 
they find out.

• Ensure cyber-security of e-business. Protect your cus-
tomer data, avoid security breach if you are in this busi-
ness. Use three random words to create a strong pass-
word. Install security software on all devices. Always 
download the latest software updates. Don’t let your 
children use your work computers, electronic gadgets or 
smart phones.

• Be professional. The most common complaint from 
companies which have engaged the services or buy 
products from home-based businesses is that some 
businesswomen are unprofessional.  When the busi-
nesswomen cannot meet deadlines or fulfil terms in 
contracts, they do not bother to inform their custom-
ers, causing delays and problems – in short, leaving the 
clients or customers in a lurch. When clients or cus-
tomers call to enquire, they reach answering machines 
or the silent treatment – someone picks up the receiv-
er and then puts it down. Or they are  informed by the 
handphone service provider that the phone is turned off. 
   
The clients or customers never find out why as the busi-
nesswomen never contact them again regarding the 
product or service delivery. This kind of behaviour gives 
home-based businesses a bad reputation. 
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If you behave in this way, you may be struggling with 
low self-esteem or depression, meaning you cannot cope 
with things you want to do.  Refer your customers to oth-
ers who can meet their needs.  Work on your self-esteem 
and emotional health diligently before you take on the 
next customer (see Chapter Two).

Otherwise, if there is work to be done or a deadline to be 
met, do not postpone it.  Get help to make timely deliv-
ery.  If you cannot deliver on time, inform the customer 
before the deadline, apologise and suggest solutions to 
help her.  Communication is vital to ensure customer 
satisfaction.

Space

You are no doubt confined by space as you share your home 
with your family.  Ensure adequate space for storing ingredi-
ents, for workspace and for storing products before delivery 
or customer pickup (see Chapter Six on Adjusting Home Life 
to Home Office).

For example, cooked food must be hygienically stored at the 
correct temperature to avoid food poisoning.  Is your refrig-
erator big enough?  Do you have space for cookies to cool 
before packing?  Are hot pots safe from children?  Will the 
sack of flour attract mice?  To cope with large orders you may 
need to cook in advance and freeze them.  Do you have the 
freezer space?

Optimize your time use by taking advantage of technological 
advancements and drive costs out and profits up. Consoli-
date contacts, databases and business information effectively 
by using online storage with server capacity. 

LEARN EVERY ASPECT 
OF THE BUSINESS
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You can reduce costs and maximize internet and comput-
er costs by using free e-solutions, collaborative and content 
management platforms to store documents, product photos, 
and any business information.   Such solutions also allow you 
to telework with your freelancers or consultants effectively 
and in real time. 

Be more paperless to save space in your house. Digitize!!

Selecting and Buying

Do homework before buying.  Check the reputation of the 
sellers and the product quality.  Shop wisely.

In many ASEAN countries, online shops give cheaper prices 
because they save operational costs by cutting out the retail 
space, enabling the savings to go directly to customers, but 
beware of product quality and the return policies. What you 
see in the pictures may not be what you get. The return policy 
may be so tedious that you give up.  E-commerce regulations 
vary in different countries and often, they lack enforcement. 
Beware of promises which are not fulfilled, check out forums 
and web resources for customer complaints about the e-shop 
before you commit to purchase.  

On the other hand, online bulk buying by a vast group of 
buyers and online shop’s daily best buys are  great ways to 
cut operational costs. There are also e-shops which enable 
small businesses to buy directly from wholesaler and facto-
ries, B-to-B (business-to-business).  E-commerce also reduc-
es your travelling time and expenses. Go for it!



121

From Start-Up to Profit
     Survivng the First Year

Equipment

Having a business means having the right equipment.  
Examples:

If you have equipment at home, use them; there is no need 
to buy new ones just for the business. However, if there are 
too many users for the equipment such as a computer, then 
you need to buy separate ones for your business so that you 
can fully concentrate in work matters without any family 
conflicts, and also to protect business information and data. 

Before buying equipment, read product descriptions 
including measurements, capability, model numbers, guar-
antees, after-sales service and return policies.  Save money 
by buying second-hand or slightly damaged products but 
inspect them or have the sellers agree to product return if 
faulty.

Ask friends for advice. Take pictures, upload to SOHO 
related social-media groups for advice. 

Type of Business    Essential Equipment to Have
SOHO      PC/laptop, printer & relevant software
     Phone/fax, smart phone
     Internet/broadband modems
Food/Catering    Oven
     Freezer/refrigerator
     Storage jars/plastic ware
     Trays and related equipment 
     Phone/fax/communication tools
     Internet/broadband modems ( for online booking)
Hairdressing/Beauty care  Reclining bed
     Facial equipment
     Hair-grooming tools
     Phone ( for mobile booking)
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Caution:

Beware of increasing scams in online purchase of equipments. 
Check the e-shops out for satisfied customers before you  jump in. 

Beware of impulse buying. The sales pitch, the pictures online that 
make things look so good — they may not be what you need in the 
business. 

Sources

Buy raw materials, equipment, and tools by:

 ☐ Attending trade shows, showrooms, distributors/whole-
salers’ fairs, exhibitions, and discount stores.  They offer 
discounts and a comprehensive range of products.  Com-
pare several suppliers’ prices and products at once.  Ask 
about minimum orders, credit terms, discounts, delivery 
charges, after-sales service and return of unsatisfactory 
goods.

 ☐ Bulk buying gives great discounts.  Form a ‘buying part-
nership’ with others in similar businesses to get this ad-
vantage.

 ☐ Bargain buying.  Check police and bank auctions, mov-
ing sales (business and homes), flea markets and garage 
sales, second-hand shops, warehouse clearances, going-
out-of-business sales, and ‘For Sale’ ads in newspapers.  
Look for discontinued styles, do-it-yourself, and floor/
demonstrator models.

 ☐ Leasing large equipment instead of buying.  It costs more 
in the long run but it frees up cash for more urgent and 
important things such as marketing costs.  If you lease a 
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photocopier and save the immediate cash payment of 
USD500, you can use the money to advertise and gener-
ate sales that will bring in more than USD500 before the 
lease is over.

 ☐ Stockpiling hard-to-get ingredients/materials.  Ensure 
proper storage.

Caution:  

Plan.  
Buy enough for daily/weekly (for food) or monthly production to 
avoid wasting time running to the shops too often.  
Do not get over-excited about sales and over-buy. 
Think about storage, safety, and sales volume.  You will have to 
throw away or eat the foods you cannot sell!  Unsold goods will 
collect cobwebs in storage!

Production

Hygiene/sanitation and safety at home is very important for 
homebased goods. 

Start small and grow slowly.  Be realistic about what you can 
do.  Keep quality in mind at all times.

When an urgent or larger-than-normal order comes in, 
ask these questions before saying ‘yes’.  Can I provide good 
quality?  Do I have the necessary equipment and time with-
out creating undue stress for my family and myself?  Do I 
have space to produce goods without jeopardising home 
safety and home life?  Do I have space to store finished 
products without losing their quality?  Can I deliver on time?
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Refer your customer to a friendly competitor if you cannot 
take the order.  Explain to your customer that you would 
love to take up her order one day.  Your helpfulness will earn 
valuable goodwill from both your customer and competitor.  
Your competitor may in turn refer other customers to you 
one day.

If you are unsure of your ability to handle such orders, plan 
production and delivery carefully.  Get help from family, hire 
helpers, or work on a joint venture with someone.

Mothers with home-based businesses must be responsible.  If 
our product is of inferior quality, the public will not trust us.  
It is only when reliability is proven that the status of home-
makers as businesswomen will be raised.

When your business reputation is good, you also will attract 
quality staff and assistance when the business expands. 

Marketing means getting people to find and buy your prod-
uct.  Unless you have a particularly great product that makes 
an instant hit, do not expect sales to drop from the sky.  You 
have to advertise.  Remember to set marketing goals, make 
a marketing plan and set aside time to put your plan into 
action.

Example:  Hapizah’s marketing plan for her childcare service

MARKET YOUR
PRODUCT

Marketing goal for the year 2016: Use three channels to advertise my service and ensure that 
   I have at least five children to take care of every month.
Actions:

January  Make posters and put in the 
  condos and shops in neighbourhood.

March, October  Place 4 advertisements in 2
  residents associations’ newsletters.

All year round Tell everyone I meet about my 
  service and/or phone friends.

  Marketing budget:  RM300 

Time allocated to complete task
one week

half a day

whenever I have
the opportunity
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Many business start-ups die within a few months because 
of lack of marketing.  Marketing needs to be done regular-
ly.  Promote your product to the right prospective customers 
and ensure that they understand your marketing message.  

There is more than one way to market your product:

Marketing channels that are free or low-cost

 ☐ Networks.  See Chapter Seven for useful ideas.
 ☐ Distributors.  Select and work with good distributors, 

shops and e-shops.
 ☐ Free promotion.  Take advantage of free promotional 

chances:
• Get your business name into alumni/club/trade 

directories.
• Put advertisements on bulletin boards in shops, petrol 

stations, schools, clubs, and community halls, and any 
other places frequented by prospective customers.

• Send a one-page press release or a short article to news-
papers or magazines.  Be creative.  Make it interesting 
by writing from the readers’ viewpoints.  Use human in-
terest or social angles.  Use a headline with impact to 
catch the editors’ attention.  For example, your transla-
tion business can be covered in a story about how you 
balance working from home with childcare.  Show the 
published article to customers or include it in promo-
tional materials for added publicity.

 ☐ Writing.  Publish a column or articles for newspapers 
and magazines on your expertise.

 ☐ Community/club special functions.  Tie up with fund-
raising fairs, or advertise in their newsletters.

 ☐ Chance meetings. When you have large networks of 
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contacts, you will bump into someone anytime. ‘Moth-
ers marketing to other mothers’ is the easiest channel.  
Grab the chance but don’t talk too long or too much to 
bore your prospects. Do it with finesse and passion. 

If the person is interested, make an appointment to demo 
or convince her. But, don’t waste time to chase a prospect 
who makes you wait for a long time in the first meeting 
(some homemakers with low self-esteem tend to do this 
often to other homemakers who are home business own-
ers).  Whatever the reason, such person will be difficult 
to be converted into a loyal client or a good customer. 

 ☐ Donations/pro bono services.  Give products or volun-
teer services to charities to gain visibility, thus getting 
your business name exposed to potential customers.  
Treat the charities as your customers and do a good 
job.  Your reputation as a responsible person who de-
livers what is promised will go far.  They and their 
members will buy your product and refer you to others.

 ☐ Talks.  Give classes about your busi-
ness and your skills to community groups.

 ☐ Personal demonstrations.  Showing a group of potential 
customers how your product works or benefits them will 
lure them into buying.  Remember, ‘seeing is believing’.

 ☐ Tie-ups.  Partner with a business that has customers 
who use your product.  A bunga melor maker can give a 
business discount to a bridal shop to ensure steady sales.

 ☐ Samples.  Give free samples/services to demon-
strate your product’s excellence to prospective cus-
tomers.  Have a budget and a time frame for this. 
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 ☐ Business cards.  Distribute business cards at functions 
and to people you meet.  Use both sides of the card for 
promotion. Attach e-business cards to your email as 
digital signature.

 ☐ ‘Word of mouth’.  This is the best advertising.  Your prod-
uct must have solid value from the customers’ viewpoint, 
not yours.  The product’s value also includes customer 
satisfaction and your reputation.

 ☐ Satisfied customers’ referrals.  Call or visit them.  Give 
discounts to customers who refer others to encourage 
them to ‘work’ for you.  If referrals turn into sales, thank 
them.

 ☐ Testimonials.  Get satisfied customers to write about 
their good experiences with your products or service for 
your business website, posters, or other marketing mate-
rials. Or get them to share your website and fan page in 
social media.

 ☐ ‘Repeat customers.’  Send a thank-you card after every 
transaction to remind the customer about your business.  
Keep a list of customers, and give them discounts for re-
peated buying.  Use creative ways to build a ready pool 
of ‘repeat customers’. 

 ☐ Creation of need.  Analyse customers’ needs.  If you are 
in the baking business, find out birth dates of a custom-
er’s family members and remind her in advance to get 
the birthday cakes from you.  Build a relationship with 
her.

 ☐ Telephone.  This is the cheapest and most effective 
marketing tool.  Answer all questions thoroughly.  Do 
not offer irrelevant information.  Be polite and build a 
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relationship over time instead of pitching your product 
right away.  Although persistence is important, do not 
force, badger or beg others to buy.  Avoid cold calling 
potential buyers when they are busy.

For those who are Internet-savvy

 ☐ E-mail.  Send out sales e-mail to friends and ask them to 
help you by forwarding it to their cyber-networks.

 ☐ Websites.  Advertise for free on websites that attract po-
tential customers.  ‘mom4mom.com’ is a great site for 
products for women, parents, and children.

 ☐ Lists.  Do cross-border business by listing your prod-
ucts on the Internet in search engines, bulletin boards, 
e-newsletters, and news groups.

 ☐ Links.  Construct your own business website and link it 
to popular websites to get traffic.

 ☐ Newsletters. Create mailing lists which educate people 
about your industry. For example, simple arts and crafts 
projects they can do at home if you’re selling craft sup-
plies. Create value in your newsletters and your list of 
subscribers will grow. The least costly is to send e-news 
or use social media platform to send short news about 
your products.

 ☐ Social media. Most businesses have a Facebook page or 
an Instagram account in addition to their main website. 
Many even sell only on social media sites. This allows 
them to interact with potential and current customers to 
improve customer experience.
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Marketing channels that 
cost several hundred to thousand USD

Since the following methods are costly, they are not a wise 
use of money for marketing one product at a time or for any 
item retailing at below USD10.

 ☐ Printed media.  Advertise in newspapers, specialist 
magazines (e.g., in a beads magazine for beads busi-
ness), special clubs (e.g.,advertise hand-painted, envi-
ronment-themed T-shirts at nature lovers’ clubs).

 ☐ Leaflets/posters.  Print or photocopy them.  Send them 
out through the post, drop them in neighbourhood 
mailboxes or use a direct mailing company’s services.

 ☐ Direct mail.  Get addresses through business cards, 
newspapers, and magazines.  Rent mailing lists or 
e-mailing lists. 

Beware of cyber spammers who also rent e-lists to busi-
nesses.  The data-bases are properly useless because the 
recipients’ email servers or their computer email software 
may already block email from unknown senders due to 
too much mail spamming to their email addresses.  Same 
goes for mobile lists from spammers.  

 ☐ Exchange.  Give free products to a company which is 
willing to print your business name on their promotion-
al materials.  Give small samples to a women’s magazine 
for its readers and negotiate a write-up in return.

 ☐ Joint advertising.  Share with another business to cut 
costs.  For example, jointly advertise your catering busi-
ness with childcare services in several housing areas to 
target working parents. A win-win situation is created 
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when you cut costs for advertising and tap onto each busi-
ness’s customer base.

Marketing tips

Below are suggestions for effective marketing:
 ☐ Use a combination of marketing channels.  Target dif-

ferent groups of customers instead of just one.  Do not 
rely on one channel, especially when there are many 
competitors.

 ☐ Be reachable.  Put your mailing address, telephone 
number or e-mail address in promotional materials, 
write-ups and on packaging materials.  Ensure the tele-
phone is answered even when you are not home.  Check 
mailboxes and e-mail frequently and respond in a timely 
manner.

 ☐ Be patient.  Expecting every free sample/service and 
every cent spent on a poster to bring in sales is unre-
alistic.  Prospective customers need time to change 
old habits.  Marketing your business is not like go-
ing to the market, where you must get back one USD 
worth of goods for every single USD you spend. 

 ☐ Accept small sales or sales with low profit margin. If the 
customer is happy, she will come back. Treat her like a 
princess of a queen.

 ☐ Do not stop.  New home-based businesses often have un-
realistic expectations and give up easily, forgetting that 
publicity is an important long-term activity.  Do not stop 
marketing even if there are no immediate sales.

Success does not happen overnight.
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 ☐ Tell stories. How your business was started and why, 
history of your product, how it helps others. Be creative 
with real stories.

 ☐ Focus on cost per customer instead of the total market-
ing cost.  Placing a RM600 advertisement in a news-
paper with a 200,000 readership is not as expensive as 
giving 500 customers each a piece of moon cake.

 ☐ Market yourself.  Build a good reputation.
• Be enthusiastic and honest.  Show that you believe in 

your product.  Make potential customers want to buy 
your product by just listening to you.

• Develop a high level of self-esteem.  Talk positively.  No 
one will buy your cookies if you tell your customers they 
are ‘all right’ or that only your family likes them.  Use 
positive descriptions such as ‘good’ or ‘just what you 
need’.  Elicit customers’ trust with statements like, “I’ll 
try my very best to satisfy your needs”, or “I’ll make sure 
your child gets the care she needs.”

• Dress appropriately.  Wearing heavy make-up and all 
your jewellery to market your childcare service will 
give mothers the impression that you are marketing a 
modelling service.  On the other hand, if you direct-sell 
cosmetics, you may need proper make-up to show how 
good the cosmetics look on you.

• Be the image of your product.  If you sell skin-cleaning 
products and your face is full of blackheads, do some-
thing about your skin.

• Sell a personal relationship with your product.  
    Personal delivery should be accompanied with a smile      
                               and warm manner.  Show concern for customers’ individual 
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situations. Treat them as friends and they will treat you as 
their friend too.

First impressions are the most lasting. 

• Do not use your status as a single or disabled mother to 
sell on sympathy.  Your business must be based on qual-
ity products and timely delivery.

• Devote your time and full attention when marketing.  
Meeting customers in a hurry, in between picking up 
one child from school and another from a tutor, or with 
your car engine running, will make them doubt your 
sincerity.

 ☐ Market your home.  Your home is your shop and facto-
ry. Customers may come to check you out before using 
your business or to pick up their orders.  Certain aspects 
of your home must show that it is conducive to the na-
ture of the business you are running.  A food business 
must reflect a keen sense of hygiene and tidiness.  Home 
tutoring and childcare need a comfortable, non-stuffy, 
tidy and quiet home.  Reference books and videos in a 
home office are a must for specialised consultancies such 
as those in finance and health. 

Make changes

A business does not operate smoothly all the time.  You may 
be full of enthusiasm when you start.  Then things may start 
to unravel and problems may look insurmountable.  It is easy 
to quit so you will have no more business problems.  Howev-
er, then you will also never be a proud businesswoman.

Look at your obstacles as opportunities to find solutions, and 
not as things that beat you down for good.  Try out different 
ways to correct a mistake.  When a solution does not work, 
try another way.  A home-based business is flexible, and you 
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should be too.

Your willingness and ability to make changes as and 
when necessary is of the utmost importance in the first 
year. The following are changes you may have to make to 
your behaviour and the way you operate your business: 

 ☐ Do not take complaints personally.  It is not a direct 
attack on your ability or your name.  Every business 
faces complaints.  Do not let complainants affect 
your self-esteem and cause you to lash out, be defen-
sive or even cry.  Your business is not a failure if you 
make a mistake.  Use the information they give you 
to make your business better.

 ☐ Listen to the complaints carefully.  They are your 
best opportunity to improve your product and the 
way you conduct your business.  Do your best to ex-
plain or correct mistakes.  Thank the complainants 
even if they irritate you.  For legitimate complaints, 
give discounts or free products.  If you care about 
their satisfaction, they will come back to you.

Your first customers are usually people you know.  
They can form your biggest customer base and 
source of help.  People who tell you nicely about your 
product quality are trying to help you.  

‘No’ does not mean the end of the world.

 ☐ Ask non-buyers to help by giving honest comments 
on why they are not buying.  But do not make them 
feel guilty.  Perhaps you have placed an advertise-
ment but are never home to answer the telephone, 
or your cakes are too sweet for women who are 
weight-conscious.
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 ☐ Study your marketing channels.  Find out which ones 
work and which do not.  Ask ‘why’ and improve every 
aspect of the business.  Too pricey?  Too inconvenient 
to buy?  Lacking desired quality?  Wrong target audi-
ence for advertisements? Be open to changes especially 

       opportunities in the Internet and social media.

 ☐ Attract sales.  Use gift certificates.  Improve the product 
and packaging.  Do more personal selling.  For services, 
improve on your professional image with folders and 
cover letters with impact.  Use ‘account openers’ (dis-
counts for first-time customers).

 ☐ Do not blame others for your mistakes.  Take respon-
sibility for them.  Use every mistake as an opportunity 
for improvement.  Change for the better.  For example, 
do not blame the editor of the newspaper for poor sales 
from the advertisement you place.  Analyse the situation 
and ask, ‘Is my advert not catchy enough?’, ‘Is my price 
too high?’  Blaming others prevents you from doing bet-
ter.

The best ways to get a dis-satisfied customer back is to 
apologize sincerely, give discount or free products/ser-
vices. After the face-to-face apology, send a letter or 
email of apology after the complaint. 

 ☐ Ensure effective partnership.  A home-based business 
cannot survive with internal problems.  If you are in a 
partnership or joint venture, ensure that your partner(s) 
keep up their part of the bargain right from the start.  
Work and solve problems as a team instead of creating 
problems for the business and for each other. 

A successful partnership allows you to recognize your 
own weaknesses, and tap onto partner(s) strengths, 
while all of you still collaborate towards a common 
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business objective with trust and confidence in each oth-
er and with each other.  

Drop the partnership if you find that it is not working 
out. Do not quarrel or make any enemies as your former 
partner(s) can still be part of your business network.  You 
will never know when you will need their help.

A home-based business is constrained by money, re-
sources, time, the businesswoman’s home life, and her 
abilities.  Remember the following suggestions in order 
to maximise your effort and every one of your strengths.

Financial behaviour

• Think like a businesswoman who is out to make 
money by doing the right thing, not like a home-
maker who depends on her husband for household 
money.

• Save by buying ‘low’.  Buy only when necessary.  
Pay in cash to avoid incurring debts or overbuying.  
Negotiate credit terms (pay 30 days after purchase) 
when buying big items or in large quantities.  If you 
plan well and ensure immediate sales after buying, 
your purchase will not tie up the business cash.

• Do not skimp on copyright contracts, registration 
fees/licenses, fire and household insurance, di-
rect-selling licenses or taxes. 

• Keep expenditure low by cutting unnecessary ex-
penses. For example, if your business does not

BECOME YOUR
OWN BOSS
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require you to be out and about much, relook at the need 
to subscribe to a data plan on your smart phone if you 
already have Wi-Fi at home.  Can other arrangements be 
made to cut the expenses?

• Manage your business cash.  You will never know how 
your business is doing if you mix household money with 
business money.  Keep track of earnings and spending.  
Minimise what others owe you by getting deposits, re-
tainers, and partial payments.  Try not to give credit 
(“Don’t worry, pay me later.”) even if your customer is 
your friend or family.  Get cash if you can.  Maximise 
cash-on-hand with interest-free credit from suppliers, 
timely but not immediate payment of bills, and renting/
leasing equipment.

• Give credit terms with a written contract or a letter of 
agreement, otherwise you may never be paid.  Be as-
sertive about this.  The contract should detail what you 
provide and when, cost of the product and when the cus-
tomer will pay you.  Ask for her signature and identifi-
cation details.

• Be firm but polite when negotiating business deals or 
collecting money from customers.  Do not offend any-
one but do not let anyone take advantage of your kind-
ness or meekness.

• Barter your product with others or pay in kind.  For ex-
ample, ask a home-based copywriter to do your business 
flyer if you make her child a dress.  Bartering is one way 
to stay within a tight budget.

• Think long term. Forgo instant and quick gratification, 
keep the long term business growth in mind in every 
step you take for your business.  Remember, all the small 
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achievements, one at a time, one day at a time, go towards 
the big business goal— profitable.

Personal behaviour 

• Cope with stress.  Starting a home-based business takes a 
lot of energy.  Do not let stress get you down as it affects 
your dealings and your mental energy.  Your business 
needs your clear head.

• Develop good interpersonal relationships. Business 
means dealing successfully with people from all walks of 
life. We cannot seclude ourselves in our home office.  We 
have to be able to seek people’s interest in our product, 
obtain information and help from them to improve, and 
include them in a vast business network.

 � Be cheerful and positive.  Treat everyone with respect.  
Thank, request and market with your best manners.   
Make relationships that last for years and establish a big, 
helpful network in the process.

• Value your time.  If it takes two hours to deliver a prod-
uct to a customer by car, use a courier service.  You are 
not saving money by wasting time.

• Learn to control emotions.  Do not allow hormones to 
control your business.  Feelings and moods come and go.  
Your business is here to stay.

• Be decisive.  Indecision drains your energy, money and 
time.  It gives the impression that you are disorganised.  
If you keep changing your mind about your product 
price, for example, you will confuse customers.  Business 
associates may not deal with you because you waste their 
time, and seem unprofessional.
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• Be proud of your home-based business.  Do not be 
ashamed of saying ‘my business’.  Praise your product or 
tell others about it.

• Learn to plan months ahead.  If you have been a home-
maker for a long time, you may be used to reacting only 
to daily changes, instead of anticipating what needs to be 
done well ahead of time.  Being a businesswoman means 
that you must take action on your own, deciding when to 
take the action and what resources you will use.  Do not 
be afraid to plan in your head or on paper.

• Be the best business woman you can. Your children will 
learn from you. Your business values reflect your values 
as a mother. As they grow up, they absorb your home 
business values into their characters. What and how 
you say things to your unsatisfied customers, the kind 
of business decisions you make in front of them, and 
how to make your goods – will be reflected in their be-
haviours and attitudes one day.  

A home-based business rarely brings instant riches.  Treat 
it as a part of your motherhood experience with the 
potential to develop into a lucrative and highly challenging 
opportunity as the children grow.  Even if you do not make 
big money, you are making an honest effort to be your own 
boss.

Your business goals and personal priorities you estab-
lished at the beginning of your business define how you 
view business success.  You can be a successful home-based 
businesswoman in many ways without getting wealthy.  Or 
you can make a lot of money but end up feeling that you have 
lost other important things in life.  Or you can have both!  

Doing well in a home-based business has little to do with 



139

From Start-Up to Profit
     Survivng the First Year

how much education we have received and how much capital 
we have. Business survival does not mean that we have to im-
press others with branded clothes, heavy jewellery, a lavishly 
furnished home office, a luxury car, membership to exclusive 
clubs or entertaining customers in expensive restaurants.

What is important is how determined we are to succeed at 
whatever we put our hands or heads to.  We must be self-dis-
ciplined and have the willpower to go through the trials of 
the business world.  Besides controlling expenditure to in-
crease our profit margin, we need to know all aspects of the 
business to be productive and efficient.  We also need to be 
close to the customers in order to find ways to improve.  

There are many ways to keep a business going in its first year.  
Set small but achievable goals and then reach out for bigger 
goals as the business becomes more profitable.  Expect the 
unexpected.  Adapt and be alert to changes in the short and 
long term. 

Think and operate like a businesswoman.  Be totally respon-
sible for your business as you are the one who determines the 
survival and profitability of your home-based business.  Suc-
cess will give you tremendous fulfilment – just like bringing 
up a child who makes you proud.
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A home-based business rarely brings instant riches.  Treat it 
as a part of your motherhood experience with the potential 
to develop into a lucrative and highly challenging opportuni-
ty as the children grow.  Even if you do not make big money, 
you are making an honest effort to be your own boss.

Your business goals and personal priorities you established at 
the beginning of your business define how you view 
business success.  You can be a successful home-based 
businesswoman in many ways without getting wealthy.  Or 
you can make a lot of money but end up feeling that you have 
lost other important things in life.  Or you can have both!  

Doing well in a home-based business has little to do with 
how much education we have received and how much capital 
we have. Business survival does not mean that we have to
impress others with branded clothes, heavy jewellery, a 
lavishly furnished home office, a luxury car, membership to
exclusive clubs or entertaining customers in expensive 
restaurants.

What is important is how determined we are to succeed at 
whatever we put our hands or heads to.  We must be 
self-disciplined and have the willpower to go through the 
trials of the business world.  Besides controlling expenditure 
to increase our profit margin, we need to know all aspects of 
the business to be productive and efficient.  We also need to 
be close to the customers in order to find ways to improve.  

There are many ways to keep a business going in its first year.  
Set small but achievable goals and then reach out for bigger 
goals as the business becomes more profitable.  Expect the 
unexpected.  Adapt and be alert to changes in the short and 
long term. 

CONCLUSION
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Think and operate like a businesswoman. Be totally re-
sponsible for your business as you are the one who deter-
mines the survival and profitability of your home-based 
business.  Success will give you tremendous fulfilment 
– just like bringing up a child who makes you proud.
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The home office is an attractive idea.When we work 
from home, we work flexible hours.  We are not 

caught in traffic.  We have more time for our families.  We 
spend less money on clothes.  The list of advantages goes on.

However, we cannot simply plunge into the life of a home 
office worker.  Careful planning is required before using a 
home as an office, or incorporating an office into a home 
environment.  Office life becomes a part of your home life, 
once you start operating from home.

Although this chapter talks about the ‘home office’, which 
provides specialised services and expertise, it applies to 
anyone contemplating working at home.  All home-based 
businesswomen and telecommuters need to know how to 
prioritise and organise their family lives.  In short, all who 
work from home require some kind of ‘office’ function.  So, 
regardless of your intended type of work, read on!

How can a balance be maintained keeping the home still a 
home and the office still an office? 

INTRODUCTION
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IX‘Home Sweet
Office’

By Katharine Yip Tak Ming

Adjusting home life to home office
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WHAT YOU WILL 
LEARN

• How to set up a home office.
• How to spot potential problems in running a home office.
• How to balance family life with business demands.
• How to manage your family life and your work time.

HOME, OFFICE
AND

 HOME OFFICE 

‘Home’ is the place where we live, usually with our family.  
For most people, home is a peaceful haven, a place of retreat 
after a hard day’s work.  ‘Office’ is a place for business trans-
actions, where we work for pay, and a place where we are 
expected to put forth effort, often under pressure.

With this polarised conception of a home and an office, we 
need to balance the privacy and peace of home life with the 
efficiency and professionalism required in any business un-
dertaking.

The ability to manage family life during and after setting up a 
home office is crucial.  Family members are not outsiders as 
far as a home office is concerned.  They are under the same 
roof, so it makes sense for you to involve them in the proj-
ect rather than excluding them.  Make them feel they are a 
part of your home office and get them excited over your work 
prospects.

MANAGING 
FAMILY LIFE

Flash ‘Home’ and ‘Office’ side-by-
side across your mind and create 
a mental list of associations un-
der each.  There may be two very 
different lists.  You may have bat-
tlefield under ‘Office’ and peace 
under ‘Home’, or work under 
‘Office’ and rest under ‘Home’.
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Understanding, support, and cooperation

Take into account the feelings of your spouse, children, par-
ents or others that stay under the same roof.  To them, home 
is a place where they watch TV with their feet up or take a 
nap when they like.  If it has always been so, it will remain so.  
Setting up your home office should not put an end to this.

Explain what you are doing as there may be changes to home 
life and certain behaviours at home. Keep in mind that work-
ing from home may still be a comparatively new idea in the 
ASEAN region.  Briefly mentioning the home office concept 
to your family members may not promote their understand-
ing of it.  Remind them often what you are doing and why 
you are doing this for all in the family.  If you explain how 
a home office will help achieve personal, financial or family 
goals, it will help family members accept the change.  Help 
them to see the positive side about the change you are go-
ing to make.   Help them see how they will reap the benefits 
relevant to them especially family time that comes with full 
concentration from you. 

After you have made the change, update them on your prog-
ress to help them adjust.  Alleviate fears and resistance to 
change with two-way communication.  Listen to their ob-
jections and find ways to help them see that working from 
home is the best option for you, and for them.  Help them see 
that the benefits outweigh the inconveniences.

Begin by explaining why you have to rearrange the furni-
ture, acquire additional appliances, get a part-time maid or 
babysitter, or set up a wireless home network.  Explain why 
you are going to be busy with the computer and why you will 
be preparing one-pot meals more often.  One way to increase 
their cooperation is to let them know how they can help. 
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Here are some essential areas:

                           ✴ 

                           ✴  

Household routines.  You may have to change certain house-
hold routines to free up time to work in the home office.  
Sit down with family members and talk about the changes.  
How and why will these changes affect them?  For example, 
make it clear to your mother that you can only go marketing 
with her twice a week instead of daily.  Have your spouse take 
the children to school so you can do other chores. Where 
available, you may choose online shopping for fresh produce 
and household items, and have these delivered to your door. 

Telephone calls. With computers and mobile devices widely 
available  and used today, phone calls would have been re-
placed considerably by emails or mobile messaging applica-
tions. However, it pays to alert family members of the follow-
ing if you have a shared, not separate, telephone line at home:

Answer the telephone as soon as possible, and politely. 
Lower the volume of the radio or television before answer-
ing the telephone.
Ask family members to take down messages when you are 
not available.  

When your family members understand what you are 
doing and know that they themselves are crucial to the 
success of your home office, you stand a greater chance of 
winning their support.

Work over wok, or wok over work?

Some mothers prefer to work less and spend more time with 
the family.  Others choose to spend more time in the home 
office because the income is a necessity.  Home life and office 
work can be equally important for some.
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There is no hard and fast rule as to how much time we should 
spend in the home office and with our family.  Use common 
sense to balance both demands.

Initially, your children may not understand why you are sit-
ting in front of the computer or the work station for your 
e-business at nine o’clock in the evening instead of reading 
them another story before they go to sleep.  Your husband 
may feel neglected when you stay up until two o’clock in the 
morning to meet a deadline.

This does not necessarily mean that you are going overboard 
where work is concerned.  However, “Mum’s not available” 
could prove difficult for them to accept now that you have 
less time available for the children.  If your children go to 
school, try to complete work while they are away or after 
they have gone to bed. 

Try to anticipate their emotions and expectations.  Be very 
sensitive to family members’ reactions.

Ask yourself these questions:
 ☐ Have my family members been exceptionally grumpy 

lately?

 ☐ Are my children refusing to talk to me?

 ☐ Have I been paying attention to my children or elderly 
parents’ health and diet?

 ☐ When was the last time I had a good chat with my hus-
band?

If you have neglected your family because you are work-
ing too hard, find some time to take care of them.  If family 
members need attention, they should be your priority. 
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Proritising

The balance between the demands of the business and the 
needs of the family may leave you feeling pulled in two di-
rections at once.  Be organised so that you have quality work 
time.  This will reduce your stress around deadlines as you 
see work actually being accomplished.  

Here are some guidelines on prioritising your time and at-
tention:

 ☐ Safety.  Attend to hazards first.  Family members’ haz-
ardous and risky behaviour poses a danger.  For instance, 
a three-year-old playing with matches warrants your im-
mediate attention and action.  Family safety in all aspects 
takes priority over the income-generating work.  Urgent 
calls for help from family members should always be at-
tended to immediately.

 ☐ The less able.  A bed-ridden or wheelchair-bound family 
member or an infant is in a desperate position if no one 
answers their calls for assistance.  You could be their only 
hope in a situation of distress such as thirst, hunger or 
even a sudden heart attack.

 ☐ Roles that no one else can fill.  Attend to activities that 
only a wife, a daughter, a daughter-in-law or a mother 
can do.  When delegation would not work, attend to 
these tasks yourself.  Breast-feeding a baby, lending a 
sympathetic ear to a spouse frustrated about office pol-
itics, or answering questions about puberty from your 
curious, wide-eyed daughter are some of the duties only 
you can perform.

 ☐ Chores that you cannot do at another time.  If you do 
not have somebody to cook for you, you will have to 
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prepare dinner at a certain time every day.  Likewise, you 
will have to walk your children to the bus stop at 6.30 am or 
supervise their homework after dinner in the evening.  These 
activities should be your priorities at those times.

Routines

Establish routines, which include time for family members.  
Remember:

 ☐ Children.  Spend some time, say 15 minutes, with your 
children, especially when you need a break.  Clean a 
room or make meals together.  Do something fun with 
them like colouring a picture or going for a walk.

 ☐ Spouse.  Spend some time with your spouse every eve-
ning after he comes home from work.  Watch TV togeth-
er, take an evening walk, chat intimately or play with the 
children together before returning to your work. This 
does not have to be long; it is quality time that counts.

 ☐ Special occasions.  Celebrate birthdays, anniversaries 
and other special occasions with your family as far as 
possible. If work commitment does not allow you to do 
so, make up the celebration at other times; be sure to ex-
plain to your family members beforehand.   

A Way Out

Chapter One mentioned ‘The Supermom Syndrome’; the 
self-imposed urge to achieve everything expected of us.  
Mothers are expected to fulfil many roles.  It does not mean 
that we can, or must, handle all of them with ease.  A ‘Super-
mom’ who tries to be everything, but fails to be any, is not a 
blessing for the family.  It is all right to delegate some tasks or
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get a replacement for minor roles. 

Having a home office means devoting time to it.  Freeing 
time from home duties means delegating some of them.  Get 
help, especially if you have elderly, disabled or young family 
members at home.  

Suggestions on obtaining household help include:

 ☐ Help from within.  Where it is acceptable in our culture 
or custom, we may solicit the help of our spouses, chil-
dren, parents or in-laws.  For example, children could 
put their dirty clothes into the laundry basket and fold 
the clean clothes.  Older children could clean up the 
house and after meals.  Your father-in-law could walk 
the children to the park and mother-in-law could water 
the plants.  Your spouse or other adult family member 
could pick up groceries on the way home from work. 

 
 ☐ Help from outside.  Besides resorting to domestic help-

ers and maids through employment agencies or online 
portals, you may want to ask your neighbours, relatives 
and friends if they can help.  How about the parents of 
your children’s schoolmates, the woman who runs the 
herbal medicine shop or your hairdresser?  There is 
bound to be someone from whom you can seek help or 
who can lead you to someone who can help.  

Post a ‘help wanted’ notice on community, family or women’s 
websites to seek help. Alternatively, capitalise on web-based 
group chatrooms to source domestic help from fellow mem-
bers. Or ask your social media groups. Or your residents’ as-
sociations!

Ask, ask, ask and you shall receive.
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Chances are there are neighbours with older children want-
ing to earn pocket money by doing house-cleaning work, 
cousins who love to cater dinners, or women in your moth-
ers’ network who do ‘latch-key’ services.   

Increasingly, enterprising individuals in ASEAN cities are 
providing household support services with pick-ups and 
easy e-payments and e-reservations such as ironing, special 
diet preparation, grocery-shopping and elderly care.  You 
can find such new trends in websites and mobile platforms. 

First, determine the assistance needed:  full-time or part-
time.  Determine what type of chores you need help with: 
cleaning, babysitting, cooking, ferrying children to and from 
school, or taking care of the elderly or a disabled child.
Be resourceful even when you have limited money for sup-
port services you need.  Proper and appropriate arrange-
ments will give you the peace of mind to run your home of-
fice, thereby generating income.

Be resourceful even when you have limited money for sup-
port services you need.  Proper and appropriate arrange-
ments will give you the peace of mind to run your home of-
fice, thereby generating income.

Thanks to varying degrees of computerisation, home-based 
offices nowadays take up less space than it used to be, espe-
cially for document storage and office equipment.   And yet, 
unless you have created a space in your house or apartment 
for a home office before moving in, your home may not be 
suitable for the kind of office set-up you have in mind.  Not 
having an extra room in your house or apartment should not 
stop you from going ahead.

Creativity plays a major role and you can exercise your talent 
in putting your office together.

SETTING  UP A
HOME OFFICE
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Options

A home office can be very different from a conventional 
office where space, facilities, decor and set-up are concerned.  
There are three ways to set it up:

 ☐ Full set-up.  Establish a fully equipped office all at once.  
Assess your office set-up needs.  Spend the required sum 
of money to buy and arrange for everything you need so 
that you can work the way you want to.

 ☐ Gradual set-up.  Introduce small changes within the 
home setting and let your system evolve as you improve 
it over time.  Buy and arrange for the most necessary 
items for your office.  Make do with temporary replace-
ment or less-than-perfect items.  Buy more office items 
as your business makes money.  This arrangement re-
duces the capital needed for the initial set-up.

 ☐ Partial set-up.  Set up a home office where you work 
but rent a desk or time-share office room in one of those 
increasingly popular SOHO (small office home office) 
offices in ASEAN cities, which also provide answering, 
postal and secretarial services when you need them. 
Some of these offices are even located in prestigious 
business centres. 

Your office set-up choice depends on the nature of your busi-
ness, your financial situation, family size, attitude of family 
members, the size of house/apartment, and personal com-
mitments.

Making the decision

Go through the following process before acting:
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 ☐ Research. Start by getting some inspiration if you have 
no or very little clue on how to go about. Books and 
magazines are primary sources of useful information 
on home-office lay-out. Smart SOHO designs and 
solutions keep emerging and changing, and there is no 
shortage of ideas; there are bound to be some that apply 
to your situation. There is also a growing number of 
websites dedicated to the space-saving ideas, ranging 
from elaborate setups with custom-designed furniture 
to very budget-friendly renovations and adaptations.

 ☐ Make a list.  List all the concerns you have and the 
items you need.  Be specific about numbers and figures.

 ☐ Check alternatives.  Find sources and compare the 
available solutions.  Check home office equipment/fur-
niture and alternative sources of financing.

 ☐ Make the decision.  Decide on the best options for your 
home office set-up based on the information you have 
received and what you feel is best for you.

Adapt the home environment to accommodate office furni-
ture and equipment.

The luckiest among us have a room for the home office that 
can house all the office equipment and furniture. This ar-
rangement eliminates disturbance to and from family mem-
bers and maintains an exclusive, quiet environment for con-
centration on work. What if you cannot spare a room for that 
purpose?

Let’s get creative

Consider the following:

SPACE
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 ☐ Rearrange furniture.  Accommodate a desk or a computer table 
by pushing furniture against the wall to make your room less 
cluttered.  Put your desk next to your bed and put the bedside 
table somewhere else.  If your bedroom is big enough, put up 
bookshelves or cabinets, and move your dresser or cupboard 
in between your bed and your computer table to separate the 
two areas.

 ☐ Eliminate unnecessary items.  Look at your wardrobe.  Are 
there clothes you no longer wear?  Clear them out.  If they are 
still in usable condition, pass them on to someone else or sell 
them.  In the newly created space, store boxes or hard-cover 
files containing reference material.

 ☐ Create space visually.  When setting up your office in your bed-
room or your children’s playroom, whitewash the walls if the 
original tone is too dark or distracting.  Alternatively, white-
wash only the corner of the room where you will establish your 
workstation.  This will help you separate the two areas of the 
room.  Replace curtains with a lighter tone and simpler pattern.  
Adjust the lighting so that it is bright enough to work.

 ☐ Look up.  There is always space if you look around.  Put hanging 
wall cabinets above the bed or desk.  They are ideal for a small 
space as they offer storage room and take up no floor space.  
Build shelves or cabinets above each window and you will have 
a lot more space!  Convert the top deck of a bunk bed into ad-
ditional storage space instantly (see diagram A).

Diagram A

Ideal for a teeny-weeny room 
(say as small as 6’ x 7’).  
Note the wall cabinet and 
the drawers/compartments 
underneath the bed – they 
mean additional  space!
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 ☐ Look down.  Store materials in cardboard boxes and tuck them underneath beds, so-
fas or coffee tables.  Involve your children by asking them to paint the end of the box, 
which will be showing, with a nice picture or design.  Alternatively, use wooden or 
rattan chests for a neater and nicer look.  A lift-top type of bed or a bed with drawers 
underneath offers a lot of storage space (see diagram B).  

Diagram A    2
Bunk beds may not be popular in the ASEAN 
countries but they are versatile.  The upper deck 
could be used for storing items, and these could 
be cleared away in a jiffy to accommodate a 
guest staying at your place.

Diagram B    1
You don’t have to live in a mess even if you don’t 
have a mansion!  Note the artistically decorated 
boxes underneath the sofa, and the rattan chest 
by the side.  They are neat and could store a lot 
of stuff – old magazines, tools, even tea sets.

Now you see it, now you 
don’t… just imagine how 
much archive material you 
could keep if you had a 
lift-top bed like this.  It’s 
ingenious!

Diagram B    2

 ☐ Look sideways. Put up shelves along a windowless wall giving ample space for files 
and materials.  Obtain the planks and brackets from the hardware store or the Do-
It-Yourself shop.

 ☐ Out of sight.  Create space with folding tables.  They can be table-tops affixed to 
the wall by hinges, or collapsible tables.  When not needed they can fold up and be 
pushed to the wall.  This is ideal for a small workstation.  You could even set it up in 
the kitchen!
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There are more advance versions of furniture that literally 
stay hidden until you need them, such as wall bed with lift 
and lowering mechanism that can be pulled down and fold-
ed away in seconds.
  
The art of making-do

As for home office furniture, opt for a tailor-made office sys-
tem if you can afford the space and money.  On the other 
hand, make do with whatever you have now and upgrade it 
later.  For example:

 ☐ Desk.  A dressing table could double as a desk if you can 
do without the dressing table.

 ☐ Storage.  Baby furniture such as diaper/towel racks can 
be used as bookshelves or filing cabinets if your children 
have outgrown them.

 ☐ Clutter.  Put away the vases, statues, and craft items 
which are on furniture such as tables and cabinets.  Use 
these surfaces for the scanner and the printer.

 ☐ Organisers.  Small plastic drawers comes in handy.  They 
are ideal on the top corner of your desk to keep small 
stationery items such as paper clips, correction liquid, 
stapler, pens and scissors organised.  Meanwhile, a small 
rolling cart,  plastic storage box or even tiered bathroom 
rack placed next to your desk provides storage space for 
clean paper, recycled paper and magazines (see diagram 
C).  
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Time-scheduled office or movable office

If family members are at work or school during the day, 
you can even work in the living room, the busiest place in 
the house.  Set up your workstation in a corner of the living 
room.  Partition it with bookshelves, cabinets, potted plants 
or a piece of fabric.

Otherwise, go for a ‘time-scheduled’ office or a movable of-
fice.  Set up your workstation in the:

 ☐ Dining room.  Make use of your dining table.  All you 
have to do is clear it in time for dinner!

 ☐ Kitchen.  Begin your day’s work on the kitchen table af-
ter clearing away breakfast or use it when you do not 
need it for meal preparation.

 ☐ Bedroom.  Use a collapsible table, a table on rollers or 
make use of your dressing table during the day.  You may 

Diagram C    1 C1 These days, small plas-
tic drawers come in different 
colours, sizes and looks.  A 
three-tier drawer set on top of 
the desk (at the corner) could 
hold smaller items like paper 
clips, staplers, rulers, scissors, 
etc (see C2) while a small roll-
ing cart or plastic storage box 
by the side of the desk neatly 
stores blank paper and recycled 
paper (see C3).  

Note the cabinet above the 
window (more storage 
space!).  Keep some shoeboxes – 
decorate/label them and they 
are good for storing stationery 
supplies under desks.

Diagram C    2 Diagram C    3
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 � want to clear your work before your spouse or children 
return home.  An appropriate desk lamp with dimmer, 
adjustable arm or spotlight will reduce your family’s 
sleep disturbance if late-night work is required. You may 
also want to consider room dividers put together with 
tracks and curtain panels. 

 ☐ Children’s room.  Instead of fixed beds, let your children 
sleep on mattresses.  Keep the mattresses up against the 
wall during the day to make room for a collapsible table 
for your home office.

A word of advice: They will not appreciate it if you stand be-
tween them and the television set because your workstation 
is in the middle of the living room!

Computer

Personal computers are becoming more affordable and easier 
to use.  A computer saves time, organises your business in-
formation and manages a database of potential clients.

You do not need a degree to learn to use a computer.  Any-
one, at any age, can master computers.

Computers allow you to present a professional business im-
age by using software to create templates for your business 
letterhead, invoices, and name cards.  You do not always 
have to purchase these programs individually.  Your com-
puter may come with office software already installed or you 
may buy an inexpensive package of office programs.  Some of 
them can also be downloaded from the Internet.

The Internet has fast becoming indispensable in today’s busi-
ness environment; it is true for home offices, too.  You may 
communicate with clients and business associates through 

TECHNOLOGY
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e-mail to save travelling time/costs, meeting time and tele-
phone charges.  Use the Internet for research, and business 
prospecting.

To connect to the Internet, you will have to sign up for an 
account with an Internet Service Provider (ISP) the way you 
do for telephone service. You will also need some hardware, 
such as a broadband modem for broadband connection, 
which may be given to you as part of the start-up pack, or 
may have to be obtained separately. If you want to share the 
Internet access with more than one computer, you will also 
need a router, which is sometimes combined with a modem. 
Internet services in ASEAN are evolving and getting faster 
and better. Be ready to be surprised by new e-services for 
your home office that come with lower costs!

Other equipment

You may also need a scanner, a printer, a three-in-one photo-
copier (which serves as a scanner and printer, too), an addi-
tional hand phone, a programmed telephone or a computer 
fax; although the use of fax machine and fixed-line telephone 
and answering machine has been significantly reduced these 
days owing to the fast-growing popularity of hand phones, 
other mobile devices and applications such as instant mes-
saging. 

However, where fax is still in use, a basic personal model al-
lows you to receive information and orders from your clients 
and to fax out finished assignments.  It can double as a pho-
tocopier as almost all models come with a copying function.

An answering machine can be a godsend if you are using 
fixed-line telephone.  They can record detailed messages 
when you are unavailable and help you maintain a profes-
sional image, even while you are spending time with your 
family (see the section on noise control later in this chapter). 
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Since some people do not like answering machines and 
may simply hang up, you will want to create an effective 
announcement. Try one of the following approaches when 
recording a message for the answering machine for a more 
‘disarming’, casual approach:

For a friendly approach try:

For an informative approach, give basic information about 
your service.  You may ask the clients to leave a message 
about their orders.  They may even request an appointment 
to see you.  

For example:

When we run a home office, clients get to talk to us on a one-
on-one basis.  This is different from a corporation which is 
represented by multiple voices.  Therefore, we stand a better 
chance to establish the very image we want to project.
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As far as office equipment is concerned, if you have budget 
constraints, do not be over-ambitious in the beginning by 
buying everything at once.  Figure out the working value of 
each piece of equipment and how best to make use of it in 
your home office.  Buy them as needs arise.

Workstation

Ensure that the essential office equipment and tools are at 
desk level.  You never know when you will need to quickly fix 
the printer cable or hard disk!  Avoid placing the scanner or 
printer underneath the desk as this makes it difficult for you 
to reach its back and limits the room below the desk.

Place frequently-used items such as your mobile phone as 
near to the computer as possible if you use the computer all 
the time.  This saves the trouble of moving around. We also 
need to set up an ergonomically efficient workspace as we 
tend to sit in the same position for an extended period of 
time. For example, place your computer and extended mon-
itor directly ahead of you so there is no need for you to tilt 
your head. Check the height of your chair and position of 
your keyboard to ensure a neutral and relaxed pose.

Use ‘magazine boxes’ to store your reference materials and 
documents on the desk. This does not take up a lot of space, 
because all the documents will be ‘standing up’, and you do 
not need to go through a stack of paper to retrieve the doc-
ument needed (which usually seems to be at the bottom of 
your pile!)

Push all the furniture in the workplace against the wall and 
you will have room to move about.  Keep a bottle of water on 
your desk.  This saves too many trips to the kitchen during 
the day.
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The same recommendations apply to mothers who do oth-
er work such as handicrafts or food preparation.  Make sure 
that everything you need is within your easy reach, conve-
niently and safely!

A wheelchair-bound person or pregnant woman will need 
more space and cannot bend down or reach as high for 
things without help.  One who takes care of elderly, disabled 
or ill family members will also have more space constraints.  
Arranging things on shelves or carts with wheels will allow 
things to be moved for easier access.

Every office must have a system, physical or virtual, to man-
age the information it receives and sends out.  Set up a system 
that you will follow.  It forms the backbone of your operation.  
Plan and decide on the essential features before setting it up.
An efficient filing system must have proper coding for as-
signments and invoices that shows all the necessary informa-
tion. Here is a simple suggestion for coding.  Begin with the 
first three letters of the company or client’s name.  Follow this 
by the job or sale number.  Finally, code the year and month, 
and separate each with a slash.

For example, ART/015/10/10 refers to the twelfth assign-
ment or sale for ARTMAN Company completed in October 
2015.  SLC/ITM/IS.2/2015 refers to the publicity job for the 
second issue of In-touch Magazine in 2015 for the Selangor 
Ladies’ Club.

Think of all the things you need to know in an assignment 
code or invoice code, and devise your own system. Get this 
right, and you will have your work in order.  Changing a fil-
ing system is troublesome and messy after it has been used 
for some time.  Important information may be lost along the 
way. 

FILING AND 
DATA STORAGE 
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Nowadays, when it comes to storing the computer work we 
have completed and delivered, as well as any office documen-
tation, we have the option of ‘paid’ or ‘free’ online cloud stor-
age services run by hosting companies. These service provid-
ers keep the data available and accessible to users in a faster 
and more reliable manner. The added benefits would be data 
backup, and lower overall storage costs because of savings on 
expensive hardware. However, cloud storage does have the 
potential for security and compliance concerns.  

Meeting clients in the home office

Meetings with clients are unavoidable, though the frequency 
depends on the nature of your work or service.

You may only need to meet with the potential client once 
to convince them they can use your service.  E-mails can be 
used later, as in the case of a home-based writer.  On the oth-
er hand, you may have to meet with your clients each time 
you present work if you are a graphic designer, for example.

Plan carefully if you must meet your clients in your home 
office.  Rearrange the living room set-up to cater to business 
discussions.  You may want your office near the main en-
trance of your house or apartment to eliminate disturbance 
to home life and maintain privacy. Have someone watch your 
children while you are doing business.  Alternatively, if they 
are old enough, plan an activity to keep them busy while you 
are meeting your client.

Your place?  My place?

A business meeting in a home setting can be a blessing in 
disguise.  It is more relaxing, less intimidating, and you can 
conduct the meeting in your own style.  Stock refreshments 
to serve your clients for that extra touch of warmth.

EVERYTHING IS
IN ORDER
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Alternatively, opt for meetings in public establishments such 
as restaurants, lounges in hotels, fast food outlets, or at loca-
tions convenient for both parties.  Sometimes, clients prefer 
you to come to see them in their offices.

Caution:  You will be encountering strangers during the first 
meeting.  You may not want to invite them to your home of-
fice.  Only do so when a working relationship is well in place.  
If you decide to meet with them in cafeterias or eateries, you 
still have to be alert.  Inform family members of your where-
abouts and when you are expected back.  Use your mobile 
phone to keep in touch with your family, and you may also 
want to turn on the GPS tracker function to indicate your 
location.  Give out your mobile phone only after you get to 
know the client.

Business cards 

It is important to distribute your business/name cards to 
potential clients so that they can contact you for your ser-
vice.  Remember, a home-based business is a very honest and 
smart way to earn a living.  Instead of feeling ashamed or em-
barrassed to present a card with a home address, be proud of 
your home office.  Your customers know that they are paying 
for your service and expertise, and not the rental of office 
space in an up-market office block downtown.  They will be 
smart enough to know that a home office does not affect the 
quality of your work. New technology has propelled the fast 
development of SOHO (small office home office) around the 
world.  

A name card must contain the following information: 
 Name (and company name, if any).
 Contact telephone numbers, fax numbers.
 Correspondence address.
 E-mail.
 Services.
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There is no need for a designer name card with an elaborate 
motif, a whole palette of colours, or hot stamping in gold 
unless your service is related to graphics, design or image.  
Silver, gold or platinum name cards are status symbols only 
necessary for some.  The true value of a name card lies in the 
information it carries which will put you in touch with oth-
ers.  Go for simple, no-frills, clearly laid-out designs.

Get cards done in printing shops or make your own cards.  
There are many online programs which will help you design 
your own cards.  Be creative!  

Here are two ideas:

 ☐ Hand-made name cards with a personal touch.  If you 
are into graphic design and are good at calligraphy or 
caricature, get some brightly coloured paper from the 
stationer’s, cut it up and write your information on these 
cards in an artistic manner.  

 ☐ Environmentally-friendly name cards.  Recycle.  Keep 
some nice cardboard from packaging, or festive cards 
from friends. Cut it up into appropriate sizes.  Stamp 
your information onto these cards, or have it handwrit-
ten in an artistic manner.

For the internet savvy, there is a great number of 
“digital business cards”, which include such infor-
mation as your digital contacts -- skype ID, URLs, 
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social media profiles, email address, etc.  Viewers can click 
on the links and learn about you in no time!

Some e-platforms and mobile platforms even allow you to 
embed a video, along with key information about your busi-
ness, products and services. It works like a self-publishing 
platform whereby you can insert content and change your 
credentials as your business grows. 

Besides promoting your business, these platforms allow you 
to refer business and give leads to fellow users, putting you in 
a healthy business ecosystem that is conducive to expansion.  

Just imagine this:  on the day after you have distributed 
leaflets about your home-based secretarial service, you are 
thrilled when somebody calls at 9.20 am.  You pick up your 
mobile phone and are about to tell the caller all about your 
service (which you have been rehearsing for the last couple 
of weeks).  Your three-year-old suddenly breaks into an un-
controllable tantrum, drowning your first words.

If you are the caller, you might think twice before you go on 
to find out more.

Likewise, loud music from radio, TV sets or video games and 
any other confusing background noise may affect your busi-
ness image, costing you valuable business opportunities and 
potential clients.  Your effort and promotion expenses may 
go down the drain.

Try the following ‘noise control’ measures if you have chil-
dren at home.

 ☐ E-mail.  Ask people to e-mail their inquiry or request, 
and e-mail them back as soon as possible.  This is a very 
convenient way to communicate, as you can even answer 

NOISE 
CONTROL
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e-mail when your children are climbing all over you!  Also, 
you can e-mail people at any time of the day or night.

 ☐ Voice-mail.  Make use of the voice-mail function on a 
mobile phone for taking down messages.  Return calls as 
soon as possible on the same day.

 ☐ Answering machine.  Use an answering machine if there 
is a need to do so, and return calls when you can do so, 
perhaps while your children are resting or watching their 
favourite TV show.

 ☐ Domestic help.  Arrange domestic help for part of the 
day.  Use that time to make calls.

 ☐ Telephone answering service.  Use telephone answering 
services provided by secretarial/business centres.  The 
charges vary across the ASEAN cities. Where such ser-
vice is available, the fees range from about USD 20 to 
USD 120 a month, depending where you are and how 
long you have signed up for the service.  The centre takes 
calls and passes you the messages.  This is helpful if you 
have young children, disabled or chronically ill family 
members at home, as you may not get to the telephone 
for several rings.

Managing a home office and upholding a professional image 
can be tough with young  around.

It may not be easy, but it is possible.

You have not discovered the secret of time management if 
you are a homemaker who has toyed with the idea of work-
ing from home but ended up saying, “I don’t have time.  For-
get it.”
The concept of time is relative.  Everyone has 24 hours a day. 

MANAGING
TIME
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Your time management skill is what makes your 24 hours 
more productive and rewarding.  Review your existing pat-
tern of life.  Streamline it by eliminating redundant tasks, 
grouping similar tasks together and delegating tasks to 
others.  You will find you have much more time than you 
thought.

Making time

Think differently when it comes to time management in a 
home office.  Yes, you now have extra work, and no, you do 
not have extra time.  So, make time by reviewing existing 
daily routines.  Ask yourself:

 ☐ Are there chores I could eliminate altogether?
 ☐ Is there work I could adapt to save time?
 ☐ Are there trips I could cut down?
 ☐ Are there tasks I could delegate to others?
 ☐ Are there smarter and faster ways to complete the same 

task?
 ☐ Are there tasks I could do simultaneously?
 ☐ Are there tasks I can do to use a small slot of time while 

waiting for someone?  
 ☐ Chances are that there will be.
 ☐ Work smarter, not harder
 ☐ There are many ideas that can help save time.  For 

example:
 ☐ Autopay.  Use the automatic pay service whereby the 

bank debits directly from your designated account, or 
online, phone or mobile banking instead of writing and 
posting cheques for household payments.

Chances are that there will be.
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Work smarter, not harder

There are many ideas that can help save time.  For example:

 ☐ Autopay.  Use the automatic pay service whereby the 
bank debits directly from your designated account, or 
online, phone or mobile banking instead of writing and 
posting cheques for household payments.

 ☐ Simple meals.  Replace a three-course meal with one 
dish that contains all the ingredients to cut down meal 
preparation time.  Plan your meals according to variety, 
nutrition and easy method of cooking.  A claypot dish, a 
curry dish or a stew goes very well with bread, pasta, rice 
or tosai.  Accompany your main dish with fresh vegeta-
bles and you have a nutritious, delicious dinner.  Prepare 
an extra serving and store it in the freezer.  Alternatively, 
arrange for home catering.

 ☐ Marketing efficiency.  Go shopping for perishables once 
or twice a week instead of daily.  List items that need to 
be replenished before shopping.  Store the week’s sup-
ply in your freezer and in airtight containers to preserve 
its nutritional value.  It is simple arithmetic:  five trips a 
week means five times the time you need to make one 
trip.  If each trip requires 15 minutes, you will save an 
hour each week if you only go once every seven days! 

 ☐ Share.  Arrange with neighbours, friends or relatives 
to take turns to grocery shop.  Take turns with parents 
nearby to ferry children to and from school daily or use 
the school bus.

 ☐ Two things at once.  Work on your mobile device, note-
book or tablet computer, or a script book while the 
children are taking swimming lessons or at the play-
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       ground.  There are many times when you  can  work   
       while  overseeing  other  things  (as  long  as  you do not 
       sacrifice your children’s safety in the process).

 ☐ Outside help.  Use a home cleaning service or part-time 
domestic helpers to save your time and reduce exhaus-
tion.

 ☐ Appliances.  Use labour- and time-saving electrical ap-
pliances such as a blender, microwave, and slow cooker.

Setting and reaching targets

 ☐ If you quit your nine-to-five job, set up a home office, but 
stay in bed until 10 am and wonder what to do next, you 
have to rethink your priorities.

 ☐ Running a home office requires setting and reaching 
daily task targets through self-discipline.  If you are not 
naturally self-disciplined and self-motivated, you may 
have to ‘force’ yourself into a routine, especially during 
the slow start-up period.

 ☐ Devise a daily timetable in order to set targets concern-
ing household chores and home office work and gauge 
your efficiency.  List the things you have to do.  This will 
serve as a checklist to show tasks completed and tasks 
outstanding.  Put in sections or columns.  Here is an ex-
ample:
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Before the day is over, check if all tasks were completed 
and plan for the following day.  This is a great way to or-
ganise your work.  Besides, there is no easier way to mea-
sure your accomplishments than by simply flipping 
through this ‘record’ of work. There are also downloadable 
online and mobile scheduling application for this task.  

In the example above (which is only indicative), you would 
have put in eight solid hours of work and half an hour for 
task-planning by the end of the day – all these are done with-
out neglecting your family’s various’ needs!  
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Things may be slower at the start when you need more time 
to research, promote and plan than spending time on mar-
keting and delivering output to clients. 

While availability to work in a more flexible manner is a key 
feature of home-based office, the ability to balance work and 
life is equally important to its success.

Take a break!

The beauty of working in a home office is that you can build 
other things into your work timetable.  Instead of yelling at 
your children for disturbing you or being stressed over un-
finished household chores, punctuate work with breaks to 
deal with these things.

Studies have shown that an office worker must stop doing 
one’s work every twenty minutes to look at something green 
or walk around for five minutes before going back to work. 
Taking a break to energise the brain is also important. 

Use break-time as ‘treats’ and incorporate them into your 
household routine.  For example, spend ten to twenty min-
utes to prepare an afternoon snack; catch-up with friends via 
online chat; take a shower; write cheques for household bills; 
proceed with online payments; prepare a simple dinner; 
catch up with your mother-in-law or enjoy a cup of tea with 
your favourite music.
Break-time treats make working from home enjoyable, fun, 
and fulfilling.  They also help maintain family support.

Maximise pockets of free time

It may seem that our four walls bind us when we run a home 
office.  However, we can still be in touch with the trends and 
happenings in the outside world if we open our eyes and ears.  
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In fact, with new technologies emerging at an unprecedent-
ed pace, the other side of the world is literally just a click 
away. Make use of this convenience and stay abreast of the 
developments around you. Read e-news, join professional 
e-groups, watch web or mobile videos or join e-learning or 
mobile learning courses.

“Learning gives creativity. Creativity leads to thinking. 
Thinking provides knowledge. Knowledge makes you 

great.”

Abdul Kalam

Pay attention to your surroundings, read a lot and keep in 
touch with people. With your laptop and other mobile devic-
es, you could do so while waiting for a kettle of water to boil, 
or the person on the other end of the phone to search for the 
information you need.  In fact, you could end up running a 
small ‘information/resource centre’ for yourself by systemat-
ically compiling the information you acquire.

When you are in your home office, you could:
 ☐ Catch up with friends, relatives, former colleagues and 

business associates over the telephone for new ideas and 
viewpoints.

 ☐ Get in touch with people around the world via e-mail 
and social media platforms.

 ☐ Surf the Internet for the latest news and issues.
 ☐ Browse newspapers and magazines for ideas and mar-

ket intelligence.
 ☐ Watch TV and listen to the radio for updates.

When you are out of your home office, you could:
 ☐ Talk to others when you are waiting for your children 

at the kindergarten, in the playground, or when you are 
at the hairdresser’s, doing your weekly marketing, or 
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       waiting  for  the  bus.

 ☐ Stroll through shopping malls to get an idea of the latest 
trends.

 ☐ Drive around town to see what is happening.  Look at 
new building development projects, business ideas, 
shops and billboards

The home office is a ‘double-edged sword.’ Planning well 
before starting will ensure you enjoy all that a home office 
promises.  The rewards are great.  You can have the best of 
all worlds:  career, family, financial freedom, leisure, and per-
sonal fulfilment and development.

However, failing to thoroughly prepare yourself and your 
family members to face the demands of a home office may 
make it impossible to find a balance between your home life 
and office life.  The effort, time, and money you spend on 
setting up a home office could be wasted if your relationship 
with family members is irreversibly damaged.

The success of a home office lies in your ability to balance 
home life and office life.  As such, it is important to devise 
and execute plans carefully, garner help and support from 
family, and manage time productively.  You will never be 
stuck in unsatisfactory situations if you look at things in dif-
ferent ways to create solutions.  There is always a way out.

Striking the perfect balance between family and work is diffi-
cult for everyone.  Thus, it is a real personal accomplishment 
when you are successful.

CONCLUSION
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INTRODUCTION The very essence of life is interdependence.  Irrespec-
tive of race, religion or creed, we are dependent on 
each other socially, emotionally, physically and finan-

cially.  The success of our existence depends on how well we 
interact and work with others.

When we reach out to others, we are saying, “I hope we can 
be friends.”  Establishing that connection will open to us a 
wealth of human connectedness, ideas, personal growth op-
portunities besides parenting and business experiences. 
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WHAT YOU 
WILL LEARN

 ☐ What the benefits of networking for social and business 
purposes are.

 ☐ How to form and maintain a network for a home-based 
business.

 ☐ How to build successful networks.

LIFE IS A NET

Networking

A friend is many things to us.  She or he is someone to laugh 
with and someone to cry with.  A friend is someone who is 
there for us whenever and wherever.  A friend listens to us, 
speaks with us, and holds our hand.  We reciprocate by being 
a friend to him or her too.

When we get to know our friends better, we can trust them 
with our ideas, feelings, thoughts, and our business.  We 
can go to them to test ideas and suggestions to improve 
our choices.  They build our confidence and, most of all, 
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give moral support.  Similarly, they may also come to us for 
help and support.

When we have such a collection of friends added together 
with their friends, we can say we have a network.

Fishing for a net

To better understand the concept of life being a net, look at 
a fisherman’s net.  A fishing net is made up of many knots.  
Each knot is linked to the others by ropes that extend 
vertically, laterally, and diagonally.  Together, these ropes 
form an interlocking pattern.

Our network of friends is like a fishing net.  All our friends 
are the knots in the net and the ropes that connect the knots 
to each other are the communication lines that link one 
person to another. The friendship net is fluid as it can expand 
in any direction with many more knots!

You have your network and I have mine

Each one of us has a network.  Your family, friends, work 
associates, neighbours, regular buyers and vendors are also 
part of your network. Members of Facebook groups and any 
social media groups you have joined are part of your online 
network.  Likewise, we are part of their networks.

We can have networks that focus on hobbies, interests or 
professions.  We can belong to a network of alumni from 
our schools or universities and members of clubs or social 
organisations to which we are affiliated.  We can also be part 
of formal and informal networks due to our status as parents, 
users of a particular service or residents in a particular area.
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All our networks are connected to each other through the 
interlocking pattern of the net.  Therefore, our friends and 
associates’ networks become part of our network and we 
become part of theirs.  The interlocking nature of the net 
connects us to people whom we never thought we would 
meet and opens up to us unlimited possibilities and 
opportunities.

The strength of the network depends on the vigour of the 
connections between the nodes.  The more intense the 
communication and interaction between two nodes, the 
stronger is the friendship.

Within the net, whatever affects one directly, it will affect all 
indirectly as the nodes are interconnected.

All women need to network.  Whether you are married, 
single, divorced, widowed, a homemaker, a teenage 
mother or otherwise, you can benefit from any network.  Your 
network can meet your social, emotional, physical, financial, 
parenting and income-generating needs.

For the purpose of this chapter, the discussion of the term 
‘network’ will be divided into social and business networks.  
In reality, they are inseparable.

Social network

Women tend to rely on personal compatibility when they 
network.  We derive happiness and satisfaction from the re-
lationships in our network.

• Emotional support.  When mothers network, a large 
part of our conversation tends to centre on children.  It 
often takes a mother to understand another mother’s 

NETWORK 
BENEFITS
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situation. Mothers benefit from sharing joys, aspirations,  
and   discussing  solutions to  problems with each other.  
A mothers’ network,  whether  the members are adults 
or teenagers, provides camaraderie and support for all 
its members.

Some divorcees, single, disabled and teenage mothers 
have successfully formed support groups.  This is es-
pecially important if their emotional and psychologi-
cal well-being has taken a beating.  Having a network 
of friends who can empathise with them is a great mo-
rale-booster.

Another group that benefits greatly from social net-
works is those who are homebound for various reasons.  
A mother who has to look after a disabled child or an 
aged and sickly parent often does not have the opportu-
nity to go out and make friends.  She may feel isolated, 
depressed, and stressed. A teenage mother may have low 
self-esteem and feel insecure about herself, her choices, 
and her situation.  Mothers in such circumstances will 
benefit from social networks by fostering relationships 
that give them a new meaning to life, and new ability to 
make choices, thus elevating their self-esteem.

• Informational support.  A network is the best source for 
finding information.  A mother can seek ways to solve 
problems in childcare, housing, transportation or mar-
keting through her network.  This saves time and re-
sources.  She has less running around to do and faces 
less frustration.  Efficient gathering of appropriate infor-
mation also helps her make better choices.

• Help for each other.  There are many creative ways 
mothers can help each other.  By exchanging services or 
complementing each other’s abilities and time, mothers 
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can save time and money and get the best service when 
provided by other mothers. Teen mothers can especial-
ly tap onto matured women’s experiences in parenting, 
house chores, and personal management.

For example, mothers can share responsibilities such as 
taking children to school, tutoring children or providing 
childcare.  A mother who sews can help another mother 
with her children’s clothes, while that mother can cook 
meals for her.  The possibilities are endless.

• Share resources.  Instead of buying things such as vehi-
cles and equipment, or paying full services like babysit-
ting, mothers can rent things to each other, or form 
time-share schemes to maximize services. 

Business network

Starting your own home-based business is challenging.  It 
means taking risks, shouldering more responsibilities and 
tackling financial matters.  Juggling a family and a business 
is one of the most daunting tasks confronting mothers today.

Use your network of family and friends for support.  Mothers 
in business need physical, emotional and financial help.

There are seven areas in which a business network can help 
you:

• Physical help.  Generally, it is difficult to run the whole 
business yourself, especially when you have just started.  
From the conception of the business to the actual day-to-
day running, there are bound to be hurdles to overcome.

One of the problems faced by mothers in business is the 
sheer amount of time spent on running errands.  There-
fore, it will be a great help if you have people within your 
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network who can take over some of the errands, such as;  
collecting mail from the post office, delivering goods, 
and depositing cheques.

Networking with other mothers in similar businesses 
provides opportunities for mutual support.  Mothers 
in the baking business, for example, could form an effi-
cient distribution network to deliver to customers.  Each 
mother can deliver the baked goods from several moth-
ers to one residential area, thus saving everyone’s time 
and transportation costs.

• Emotional help.  Have you ever felt that you are sacri-
ficing your family for your business?  This is a common 
problem faced by mothers in business.  We want the best 
for our families and success for our home-based busi-
ness at the same time.  This may force us to neglect one 
or the other, giving us tremendous feelings of guilt or 
inadequacy.

Having a network of friends who are facing a similar sit-
uation will help us cope with the family and business 
demands.  The empathy of others encourages us to move 
ahead.

Mothers working from home can be deprived of the 
team spirit and camaraderie that colleagues or co-work-
ers provide.  We may feel isolated and lonely.  When 
one mother feels down, others in her network can give 
a word of encouragement.  A teen mother especially 
needs friendly support.  A telephone call, an e-mail, a 
social media message, or a short visit can make a tre-
mendous difference to a business associate who needs 
support.
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• Financial help.  All businesses need financing.  Here are 
some of the ways that a business network can lend its 
support:

A new homebased business especially needs construc-
tive feedback about product or service quality. Having a 
network of friends who watch out for you is the best way 
to grow a start-up.

• Loans from banks and financial institutions. 
Having people in your network who are famil-
iar with the various types of loans available will 
help you to choose your loan wisely.  If they are 
familiar with loan application procedures, this 
will smoothen the way for you.

• Loans from relatives and friends.  Borrowing 
from your network of relatives and friends is a 
good way to raise money, as you do not need 
guarantors and collateral. However, as discussed 
in Chapter Three on budgeting, it is important 
to treat these loans seriously and pay them back 
on time.

• Group-based micro-finance. Some non-profit 
organizations which are into financial empow-
erment for lower-income women organize sav-
ings and lending schemes based on peer groups. 
Such schemes have proven to be very effective 
for mothers to start micro-businesses. 

• Group advocacy.  The early homemakers who generat-
ed income from home used to get low-paying manual 
jobs such as sticking labels on bottle caps and sewing 
garments.  The situation has changed.  Currently, more 
professionals are choosing to work from home.  Among 
them are accountants, lawyers, and tax consultants who 
succeed in getting higher remuneration and at the same 
time raise the image of the homemaker.
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A network of businesses with the same vision and needs 
becomes a force to be reckoned with.  A collective voice 
has stronger bargaining power for improving pay and 
receiving benefits like medical and insurance coverage.

• Advertising.  The people in your network are often your 
best critics.  After they are satisfied with your products 
and services, they can be your most effective advertis-
ing agents.  No advertisement works better than ‘word of 
mouth’ and a personal recommendation. 

Remember, advertising is about selling ‘emotions’ and 
not the actual ‘products’.  Your sincere friendship based 
on win-win proposition with your network is the best 
way to secure sales. 

• Bartering/service exchange.  Bartering, or swapping 
goods and services with each other, promotes interde-
pendence and strengthens human bonds.  Most home-
based businesses operate on small budgets.  This can 
pose a problem when there are cash flow difficulties.  
Bartering is effective as the cash-strapped homemaker 
can exchange goods and services with others in the net-
work without involving cash.

For example, a mother who does translation work can 
exchange her service with another who is a copywrit-
er for a contract that involves both creative writing and 
translating.  The other mother is the copywriter for her 
and, in turn, gets her client’s translation done without 
paying money for the services.

A homemaker with a greeting card/marketing business 
may spend time delivering cards to shops.  Another 
mother who does graphic design may design cards for 
her in exchange for a one-month delivery of the graphic 
designer’s work to her clients.
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• Information sources.  Information is power.  A business 
with adequate, updated information competes success-
fully with others.  A home-based business may not have 
adequate resources to find information.  Businesses in 
the same network provide the best information as they 
face similar constraints and opportunities.

A business network is the best source for leads to con-
tracts, potential customers or clients.  A piece of valu-
able information from a contact can prevent unneces-
sary problems and empty leads which are time-wasting. 
Marketing to the chief decision-makers in a company 
saves your time.

You will also find information on resources that can 
help you run your business, such as reliable business 
services, part-time/temporary help or services that you 
cannot do for yourself.  Your network can tell you where 
to obtain your raw materials at the lowest price possible 
and who to use for reliable delivery.  In hard economic 
times, honest information from a network can prevent 
bad debts and shoddy deals.

Power of the net:  case studies

Below are stories of how mothers benefit from social and 
business networks.  Each personal story illustrates the power 
of the net.

New changes

Sue was a ‘woman of the 90s’.  She had a tertiary education 
and held a high position in the civil service.  Married with 
two children, Sue was a typical, traditional wife, and moth-
er.  Her husband, who was the ‘lord of the household’ and 
her life, made all the decisions.  He was moody and often 
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changed his decisions without regard to Sue’s feelings or ef-
forts.

Sue was dissatisfied but kept quiet until she met a group of 
women who were conscious of women’s issues.  She learnt 
that she had a right to make decisions for herself and her 
family.  This new perspective helped her to speak up and be-
come more confident in herself at home and at work.  She 
was able to establish an equal say in decisions at home, which 
improved her relationship with her husband.

Sue’s interest in personal grooming and the art of make-up 
led her to join a network of people who sell cosmetics and 
conduct make-up courses.  From her association with them, 
Sue found personal satisfaction.  So strong was her inter-
est in personal grooming that she quit her job and started 
a home-based business in personal grooming.  She is now 
self-assured and content.

A new lease on life

Ngyuen left her job to spend more time with her young chil-
dren when she was diagnosed with breast cancer.  Not want-
ing to give up completely, she started doing home tutoring 
for young children to generate income for her medical bills.  
At the same time, she attended talks on alternative medicine 
and healthcare.

Eventually, she found a group of people with similar health 
needs.  Through the support and guidance she received, 
Mary succeeded in changing her lifestyle, including eating 
habits.  Her illness went into remission.
 
Mary observes that, in addition to helping her with her ill-
ness, her network of friends has helped her to reach out to 
others.  She has become a volunteer counsellor to cancer pa-
tients.  Mary found personal fulfilment, and has thus become
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a physically and emotionally healthier person. 

Enjoyment

Minah is happily married with three children.  She is a 
draftsperson but she left full-time employment to look after 
her young children.  Now she works from home.  In between 
projects, she sells insurance policies and cooking utensils.

Minah has come to know many people through her insur-
ance activities and her cooking classes.  Gradually, she has 
built a network of clients and friends.  The social functions 
and gatherings are so enjoyable that she declares that life is 
like a party that never stops.

Since we cannot spend equal time with every member of our 
network, we tend to spend more time with the people we like 
most and people who help us.

Networking with people we like is easy.  However, if we want 
our business to expand, it demands that we network without 
discrimination.  Meeting more people will increase the like-
lihood of succeeding in our business.

Top ten list of business network VIPs

Your network must have these people in it.  They may not 
call you often nor give you contracts but they can be useful 
to you.  Make it a point to meet them before you need them.

NETWORK PROSPECTING 
FOR  BUSINESS 

• Doctor
• Lawyer
• Real estate agent
• Insurance representative
• Banker

• Accountant
• Tax consultant
• Media personnel
• Police officer
• Auto mechanic
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Places to network

Homemakers who feel they are disadvantaged because they 
do not go out often can take heart that their own backyard 
is a good place to start networking.  A cheery ‘hello’ over the 
fence, passing a plate of cakes to a neighbour, or just a friend-
ly smile, all help to break the ice and win a friend.

Check out the following places for prospects:

• Children’s playground.  Any place where there are chil-
dren, there will be parents.  For example, nurseries, kin-
dergartens, schools and tuition centres are good places 
to network.  Remember that great friendships blossom 
at the school gate.

• Doctor’s, dentist’s waiting rooms, and places for chil-
dren’s extra- curricular activities.  The time spent in 
these places can be put to good use for networking.

• Sports and family clubs.  Special-interest clubs and 
sports clubs provide yet another opportunity for moth-
ers to network.

• Conferences and forums.  Such events gather people of 
similar interests and they are the best ways to get busi-
ness contacts through face-to-face interactions.

• The Internet.  The Information Age has opened the way 
for global networking.  With the emergence of the In-
ternet, we are linked globally while seated in front of 
the computers in our own homes.  Social networking 
sites contain resources and cyber-support groups where 
like-minded people get together to exchange informa-
tion or experiences. Join a Facebook group related to 
your business, for example, a sewing beginners’ group 



187

 The Limitless Potential of Networking
                         Making Useful Connections June Chan Swee Lin 

Chong Sheau Ching

if you want to be a special tailor. Share tips and tricks, and 
participate in the discussions and you will likely get custom-
ers coming to you or referrals from other group members. 

The Internet has also spawned a new mode to conduct 
business.  E-commerce has revolutionised how home-
based business can be successfully conducted without a big 
splashy office and a line of staff doing all the tasks that an 
e-commerce engine can do with several clicks.  A com-
puter-literate homemaker can take advantage of the 
opportunities offered in the Internet by networking without 
borders and conducting transactions through the Internet.

Caution:  Be friendly but not pushy.

Having a network is not enough.  A network needs to be nur-
tured so that it is always there for you.  Networking is not a 
numbers game.  You cannot depend on yesterday’s network 
for today’s needs.  It may not be there when you need it un-
less it is maintained. 

There are many ways to show hospitality and friendship 
without burning a hole in your pocket.  Sending over a 
home-made traditional cake or cookies to a friend may be 
more appreciated than a meal at a restaurant.  An occasional 
telephone call may be all that is needed. Sharing contacts and 
tips on queries from social media group members is a great 
way to show your friendliness.

Here today, gone tomorrow

Here is the story of Punnee who forgot her friends:

Punnee, Chim, and Noy were best friends in school.  They 
helped each other through many hard times.  They swore 
that they would be friends forever.

MAINTANING A
NETWORK
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However, Punnee distanced herself from her best friends 
after she got married.  She did not attend gatherings for five 
years.

One night, both Chim and Noy Yee received calls from 
Punnee asking them to lend her USD3,000 to post bail 
for her husband.  Punnee’s husband was accused of a 
white-collar crime, and the family could not afford bail.  She 
hoped her best friends from school would lend her a hand.

Chim and Noy offered her USD500 although they could have 
loaned her the whole sum or certainly could have helped her 
raise the additional money.  Their friendship had weakened 
over time.  Punnee realised she had neglected her friends.  
By approaching them during a crisis, she was conveying the 
impression that they only mattered in her time of need.  In 
the end, she was too ashamed to take their money.

Remember that everyone, young or old can be in your 
network or lead to other networks.  Each mother’s story is 
different but each illustrates the power of the network.

Indirect contact

Hazlina is a home tutor.  She only sees her students’ parents 
once a month when they come to pay fees.  Little did she 
know that the parents actually knew more about her than she 
could ever imagine.

One day, she received a telephone call from the father of 
one of her students.  He asked her to join him as a direc-
tor of a tuition centre.  He offered her a lucrative deal that 
even accommodated her home responsibilities.  When she 
expressed surprise, he laughed.  He explained that he knew 
about her competence through his son.

THE POWER OF THE NET:
MORE CASE STUDIES
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Linkages

Rosie approached the manufacturer of cooking utensils for 
direct marketing of these products.  She wanted to sell them 
to women in her cooking class.  Unfortunately, the manufac-
turer refused to engage part-time agents.

Rosie had a friend who knew the managing director’s wife.  
Through the friend, a cooking session was organised at their 
home.  His wife was so impressed by Rosie’s cooking skill that 
she was convinced Rosie could be a successful distributor for 
her husband’s company.  She arranged for Rosie to meet her 
husband.  Rosie clinched a distribution contract with terms 
to suit her needs.

If you are a long-time homemaker who has little confidence 
in reaching out, here are some simple initiatives to make 
contact:

 ☐ Establish contact
• Give a warm smile to the other person if you are 

meeting for the first time.
• Make a telephone call to a known acquaintance.
• Send a card to someone who lives far away.
• Go on the Internet and chat via a chat room.

 ☐  Follow up
• Exchange pleasantries, followed by phone numbers 

and addresses. 
• Arrange to meet as soon as possible.
• Drop by with a gift, e.g., home-cooked food from 

your kitchen or a bunch of flowers from your gar-
den.

• Check your e-mail and visit the chat room regularly.

NETWORKING 
IN A NUTSHELL
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 ☐ Maintain contact
• Make regular phone calls or drop by the house to 

see how the person is getting on.
• Arrange tea mornings around your kitchen table.
• Car-pool or share the running of errands.
• Share a sport or a hobby.
• Have some snacks and drinks together while the 

children are playing.
• Update your status in social media groups and re-

spond to others’ postings.

• Name.  Try to get a person’s full name.  Ask for the spell-
ing if you are unsure.  If you receive a calling card, write a 
short description of the person or the place you met her 
on the back of the card to help you remember who she is.

• Address.  Obtain both the residential and office address-
es.  Remember to update them at least once a year as she 
may move houses or change jobs.  Take her e-mail ad-
dress if she has one, as then you can reach her anywhere 
and at any time.

• Telephone and email address. Again, it is useful to have 

ORGANISE! ORGANISE!
ORGANISE!

A network needs to be well-organised to stay in superb 
working condition.  The most important prerequisite is to 
maintain an effective system for keeping important data.  A 
well-organised database becomes the lifeline of our network.

There are many ways to keep a database.  The important thing 
is to make information retrieval as easy as you can.  Some 
people prefer the traditional 3” x 5” lined cards.  Others pre-
fer using computer software.

Database checklist

Here are some items to include in the database: 
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 � both the personal and office telephone numbers.  The 
email address is useful if you have to send documents 
to her.

• Date of birth.  Birth dates allow you to send birthday 
cards, where appropriate.  She will appreciate a thought-
ful act that conveys personal attention.

• Schools attended.  The schools that she attended could 
tell you a lot about her background.

• Company and job designation.  Find out the company 
she works for and her job designation.  Keep this infor-
mation updated as she may be promoted.

• Club affiliations and special-interest clubs.  Knowing to 
which club(s) your contact belongs gives you an idea of 
her interests, making it easy to initiate a conversation.

• Date, time, and place.  Make a note of the date, time and 
place of your meeting.  This will help you to remember 
her or remind her about you.

Using a database for business purposes

Like other acquired skills, networking can be learned.  
Remember learning to ride a bicycle?  Initially, you 
progressed very slowly.  Occasionally, you fell.  Then, after a 
painful period, you gained more confidence and eventually 
were able to ride well.  Networking works the same way.  You 
become better at networking the more you practise.

Teach your children to network also.  They should learn 
very early the importance of making and keeping friends.  
Show them how they can maintain a simple database of 
their friends.  They will have lots of enjoyment from it.  
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A networking habit developed during child-
hood will be useful to them later in life.

You do not need to include everyone you meet in your 
database; otherwise, you will have no time left for anything 
else.  Keep a record of people with whom you want to stay 
in touch.  This should include the people you like and those 
who are potential business contacts.

Making the best use of a database is not as difficult and 
time-consuming as you might think.  Maintain the attitude 
that networking is as normal as breathing.  Do it all the 
time, naturally and consistently.  At times, you may have to
 consciously work at it.  Other times you may do it as it comes. 

Here are some suggestions:

• List prospective customers.  From your database, make a 
list of people whom you think will be interested in being 
consumers of your products or services.  Make a second 
list of people who may know someone who is likely to be 
interested in your products or services.

• Prepare a brochure.  Provide a brochure or flyer describ-
ing your business to your contacts.  Try to see them per-
sonally or call them on the telephone before giving out 
your company material.  Take orders if you can.  If they 
are undecided, say you will call them back.

• Get feedback.  Call your contacts for comments on your 
products or services.  Thank them sincerely and tell them 
you will consider their suggestions.  Accept all criticisms 
with an open mind.
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• Get referrals.  Ask a satisfied customer for referrals to 
friends who might also like to purchase your product or 
services.  From the names given to you, you can further 
build your network.

• Find distributors.  Now that you have a base of custom-
ers/clients from your network, explore the possibility of 
your network becoming your distribution agents.  Work 
out an incentive scheme for those keen to be distributors.

• Generate interest.  Educate the members of your net-
work about your business and distribute your products 
through home-based activities such as tea parties and 
gatherings.  These occasions are one of the best ways to 
introduce your business to friends and relatives.

As your business expands, tap into your network for suit-
able people who can be trusted to help you.  It is a safer bet 
to work with people you know very well rather than strang-
ers.  Your network is sure to have a pool of people who are 
concerned about your well-being.  The sky is the limit when 
it comes to tapping into the potential of your network!

Some people attract others like a magnet does iron filings.  
These people seem to have a knack for making friends and 
keeping them.  When it comes to networking, they have a 
network that is not only huge in terms of numbers but also 
cohesive and co-operative.

Some characteristics shared by women who are successful at 
networking are:

• Sincerity.  A sincere and caring person appeals to others 
more than those with only ulterior motives for knowing 
someone.  People who network with the intention of get-
ting something out of others will soon lose their network 

PERSONAL QUALITIES
FOR  TOP-NOTCH  

NETWORKING



194

 The Limitless Potential of Networking
                         Making Useful Connections June Chan Swee Lin

Chong Sheau Ching

along with their integrity.

• Compassion.  Listening and empathising enables us to 
give emotional support.  People are more inclined to net-
work with those who feel for them.

• Discretion.  Using common sense to guard private mat-
ters is another trait.  Be discreet in words and actions.  
Sharing gossip and inside information about others that 
you have learned in confidence will damage your repu-
tation.

• Graciousness.  Kindness and a cordial manner are the 
cornerstones of human relations.

• Co-operation.  Working with others will enable you to 
promote a spirit of co-operation amongst them.

CONCLUSION Networking is a great way to relate to others and build mean-
ingful relationships.  The best network is the one that meets 
your needs and at the same time meets others’ needs through 
you.  The qualities you bring to every contact have the poten-
tial to bring that person into your network.  Keep building 
your network.  Remember to record the information about 
the person and nurture the relationship.  You never know 
where and when a contact may lead you to your destination. 

All in all, everything in life is interrelated. Having friends 
who will help and respond to you is a great way to receive 
positivity from the universe and spiritually.  Oprah Winfrey, 
one of the most influential women and talk show hosts in the 
Western world, has advised, ‘Surround yourself with only 
people who are going to lift you higher.’

Friends are gifts. 
Go for them!
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Our past, present and future situations in our 
lives are the result of the many decisions we 
make as women, mothers, wives or 

family members.  All of us are trying to piece to-
gether our priorities in our personal puzzles to ensure 
happiness and welfare for our families and ourselves.  
There will always be ups and downs.  Sometimes we are 
relieved and elated when things are going smoothly, 
while other times we can be very frustrated and down.  
Remember:  all the resources you need to make good 
decisions and work things out are within you!  All you need 
to do is make the best of your resources by taking action!

You must do the thing you think you cannot do.
Eleanor Roosevelt, 

former American First Lady

OVER TO 
 YOU. . .

”“
Kickstart your plans with this action plan template.

What do I want most in life?

What resources do I have?

Write about your passion, or that childhood 
dream that you still want to fulfill, or any-
thing that you really desire!

List the resources that you have on hand, the 
resources that you can obtain easily and the 
resources that you don’t have.
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Write down your goal, and then 
imagine the scene with you in it.  
Do this as often as you can.

My goal is to…(in one year) 

My goal is to…(in five years)

My goal is to…(in ten years)

My goal is to…(in twenty years)

Three (specific) objectives that 
will help me reach this goal…
1.
2.
3.

Three actions that I will do this 
week/month to kickstart my 
plans…
1.
2.
3.

Three people whom I will tell 
about my plan to hold me ac-
countable…
1.
2.
3.

In a few years’ time, what would you like to 
see and who do you want to be?

What do you need to achieve first before you 
can reach the first goal and dream you listed 
above? What can you carry out with the re-
sources that you have and those that you don’t 
have?

Start with just three simple actions and get it 
done. Make a habit of clearly stating what you 
have to do and doing it!

Let people close to you know what exactly you 
plan to do, and ask them to check in on you!

This is just a simple action plan, but we hope that it will help to give you a boost to 
start what you really want, whether it is starting your own home-business or tran-
sitioning to working from home. We wish you all the best, and we welcome you to 
share your journey with us by writing in to WAHe-book@gmail.com.


