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Preface

Great beginning: Why dim sum  
for the family?

“At work, you think of the children you have left at home. 

At home, you think of the work you’ve left unfinished. 

Such a struggle is unleashed within yourself. Your heart 

is rent.” 

Golda Meir

“Make happy those who are near, and those who are far 

will come.” 

Chinese proverb

Marriage and family life is in crisis all over the world. 
Marriages are breaking down in every major city of the world with 
Asia bearing the major brunt of having the highest divorce rates over 
the past decade. 

We affirm what Henri-Frédéric Amiel said, “Life is short and 
we have never too much time for gladdening the hearts of those who 
are traveling the dark journey with us. Oh be swift to love, make 
haste to be kind.” 

Unfortunately, we hurt the most those who are closest to us.
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Dim sum challenges: Little time and strained relationships
My wife and I find ourselves facing tremendous challenges trying 
to build a great marriage. We have never worked harder. Before she 
had an early retirement as a banker, she faced tremendous challenges 
at work. When she was working, she had to manage three children 
and upkeep the home. I am sure many women can identify with her 
juggling between work and family.

In the meanwhile, I am managing three organizations that 
have added greatly to the pressure. Plus, I am frequently traveling 
for business trips, making the pressure to perform even greater. At 
the same time, I have to be a good husband and wise father to the 
children. Prioritizing is always a challenge. The result: We have little 
time for each other. 

We then discover that unless we “make” the time and put in 
the effort to strengthen our marital relationship, it’s going to drift 
apart.

Dim sum for marriage: Small fights but big impact

“All married couples should learn the art of battle as 

they should learn the art of making love. Good battle 

is objective and honest  —  never vicious or cruel. 

Good battle is healthy and constructive, and brings to a 

marriage the principle of equal partnership.” 

Ann Landers

Dim sum experience
This book is written from my own marital and parenting experiences, 
my mediation encounters with divorcing couples, interactions 
with couples, marital partners, parents in countless seminars and 
workshops as well as personal study and research based on the 
expert work of John Gottman, and Cliff and Joyce Penners. 

I hope that you can identify with what I have shared in these 
pages. It is meant to be an easily-digestable food for thought and 
practice. I believe that the principles and skills I share will work 
because it has worked in my life and in the lives of people whom I 
have helped. 

Dim sum for life
I hope that as we peruse these chapters, we will put this into practice. 
Dim sum is not just to excite our sights. Each dish must be savored 
and eaten to enjoy its unique taste. 

Just like dim sum, we will have to embrace the perspectives 
expounded in the book and practice the skills that we have discussed. 
Only then, will it make a difference in our marriage and parenting. 

Initially, we might find that the perspectives may seem counter-
culture and the skills difficult to implement. But, I encourage us to 
persevere through and then we will discover the breakthroughs in 
our marriage and parenting.

Finally, share these lessons with your spouse, relatives and 
friends. Better still, study them together and discuss these concepts 
and ideas. You see, we seldom go to a dim sum restaurant alone. We 
usually go there with family and friends. 

Similarly, find a like-minded community and enjoy Dim Sum 
for the Family together!
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Great marriage break-up:  
a runaway train

“A successful marriage requires falling in love many 

times, and always with the same person.”

Mignon McLaughlin

Marriages are bound to fail right from the word “go”. 
It is my view that it is extremely difficult for marriages to 

survive today, much less to build great marriages. Thanks to trends 
like globalization and the rising cost of living, the odds of having a 
successful marriage are really slim.

Globalization has taken a toll on family life. With the market 
becoming worldwide, companies in various industries have to 
rapidly upgrade their products, and increase their productivity to 
face the increased global competition. 

CEOs are driven by quarterly results and staff are expected 
to achieve double-digit growth each quarter. Staff are pressurized 
to reach their targets. Double-digit growth becomes a constant 
challenge and source of stress. Failure to meet the numbers for two 
consecutive quarters may mean the loss of a job. 

“I never knew marriage was going to be this costly.”
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Great marriage break-up: A runaway train

money and for their children despite cheating spouses, even though 
one-third remain unhappy and children suffer from depression as a 
result.2 

Many of them keep the veneer of a marriage life for the sake 
of their children. As soon as their children have grown up and gone 
into college/work, they will take their spouses to court and divorce 
them in a hurry, a scenario we have often seen repeated in our work 
at EMCC (Eagles Mediation and Counselling Centre).

As Time Magazine has reported, it is not the sobbing twenty-
somethings that are breaking up, it is the senior couples. In 1975 in 
Japan, 6,510 couples broke up after 20 years or more of marriage. 
In 2002, the total was 45,536.3 

It appears that marriage break-up is like a runaway train — 
unstoppable.

In the following chapters, allow me to share some factors that 
have contributed to this great marriage break-up. 

When there is a financial meltdown or severe economic 
recession, companies will lay off workers. Many working husbands 
and wives have to work harder and do more for less. It is not 
uncommon for people to work 12–15 hours a day. The ramification 
is that marital partners have less and less time for each other. Even 
when we are back at home, the computer and the all-pervasive 
smartphones are calling for our attention. 

The consequence: husbands hardly have time for their wives 
and vice versa. We give to our spouses the leftovers. By the time we 
go home, we are either too exhausted or too preoccupied with our 
work. 

Another factor contributing to this break down in marriage life 
is the rising cost of living. Unsurprisingly people are taking on two 
jobs just to maintain a certain lifestyle. Again, marital life suffers. 

In other words, it is getting harder and will get even more 
difficult for marriages to stay together.  

It is no wonder that divorces are on the rise. Statistics don’t 
lie. 

In Singapore, divorce rates went from 4,298 in 1995 to 5,160 
in 2000, and now 7,220 in 2008.1 Twenty marriages break down 
every day! Global cities like Shanghai, Bangkok, Seoul, Mumbai, 
Jakarta, London, New York and Copenhagen are facing similar or 
even greater challenges.

These numbers just refer to legal divorce. But, in my own 
mediation experience, I find that in some marriages, couples who 
have been married for more than 25 years, have already been 
relationally divorced long before they were legally divorced. In other 
words, their marriage has long been dead before they even reach the 
divorce court! 

Also, in a survey by the Care Corner, a charity organization in 
Singapore, two-thirds of married couples stay together for face, for 
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Bringing up great children

“While we try to teach our children all about life, our 

children teach us what life is all about.”

Chinese Proverb

There is no magic formula. It takes hard work and heart 
work, plus plenty of patience and perseverance. 

I know: I have three teenage children. I am certainly in no 
way a perfect parent, as seen in this parent’s confession that I have 
written. 

help, i am a parent!
I don’t give enough time to build the relationship with my 1. 
children.
I am more concerned about my children’s exam grades than 2. 
their character formation.
I often escalate the conflicts by blaming and attacking them.3. 
I am very frustrated when my children don’t listen to me and 4. 
I don’t get my way.

“I am glad he attended the fathering workshop! 
Now he has a taste of my medicine.”
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Bringing up great children

It is my belief that we can bring up great children but it takes changing 
our perspectives about life, evaluating our values and developing 
our competence. 

I find it difficult to appreciate the struggles and pains of my 5. 
children.
I find myself jumping to conclusions without clarifying.6. 
I find it difficult to control myself and my emotions, and keep 7. 
having problems dealing with these feelings when things go 
wrong. 
I feel like a hypocrite because I tell my children what to do but 8. 
I don’t do it myself. 
I get so angry in situations of intense conflict that I have often 9. 
said things I don’t mean to my children, and as a result hurt 
their self-esteem badly. 
I tend to procrastinate my peace-making actions. 10. 
I need help but am often too proud to ask for help.11. 
Sometimes, I hate being a parent! 12. 

 
I am sharing from my heart to the hearts of many parents. Over the 
last 20 over years, I have learnt many lessons, often from failures. 

Let’s start with the goal of parenting.
I have often pondered about these two questions: “What kind 

of children do I really want?” and “What do great children really 
look like?”

Here are some of the characteristics of beautiful children that 
I hope to nurture: 

Zest for life: Twinkle in their eyes•	
Healthy values in life: Solid as gold•	
Grateful to people: Attitude of gratitude•	
Enjoy friendship: Ties that bind•	
Rebounding spirit: Recover to discover•	
Enquiring mind: Absorbing sponge•	
Compassion for poor: Heart of gold•	


