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A picture of calm in 
an ocean of stress
When patients and their families need a counsellor, a mediator,  
a facilitator and a listening ear, there’s one person they can turn to 

A
fter graduating from the univer-
sity, 22-year-old Long Chey May 
became a social worker. 

“I picked up both interest 
and passion for the profession 

along the way,” said Chey May, whose first 
job included counselling drug addicts in  
the Singapore Armed Forces drug rehab 
branch. 

She has not looked back since.
More than 20 years later, Chey May con-

tinues to have an immense passion and drive 
for her work. Last year, in recognition of her 
professional excellence, she was awarded 
the Outstanding Social Worker Award. 

Currently, the feisty 45-year-old heads 
the Medical Social Services team at Singa-
pore General Hospital. 

As a medical social worker, Chey May 
plays a multi-faceted role. She is the coun-
sellor, mediator and facilitator who helps  
patients and their families cope with person-
al, social, emotional and financial problems 
arising from their illnesses. 

“People think we only help patients get 
financial aid. Although that’s part of our work 
as medical social workers, there are other 
things that we do, such as providing holistic 
care to help patients get back on their feet 
after their illness,” said Chey May. 

Holistic care includes providing coun-
selling to patients and their families, helping 
them to understand the patients’ illnesses 
and providing solutions for them to cope with 
their situations. 

On top of that, medical social workers 
also need to stay updated on the commu-
nity resources available so that they can 
liaise with external agencies to obtain the 
necessary and relevant resources to assist 
patients and their families effectively.

For medical social worker Jessica Chan, 
providing psychoeducation to patients’  
families and carers is also an important part 
of her job at the Institute of Mental Health. 

“Often, family members do not under-
stand the severity and impact of the patient’s 
mental condition. So, helping them make 
sense of what is happening will help them 
cope better,” said Jessica. 

Besides practical assistance, medical 
social workers are also there to provide 
something more intangible — they’re a  
listening ear to patients and their families. 

“Sometimes, in the face of illness and 
troubles, people just want someone to  
understand what they’re going through,” 
said Jessica. 

Because patients and their families 
often end up spending a lot of time with the 

medical social workers assigned to them, 
Chey May said it is important for the workers 
to keep a tight rein on their own emotional 
needs before they help others. 

“Our work often requires us to delve 
deep into the personal world of disadvan-
taged patients. Medical social workers have 
to know their own limits and ensure they are 
not overly involved emotionally to avoid a 
burn-out,” she added.

And while compassion and empathy for 
patients are a must-have for any medical  
social worker, “just being kind-hearted and 
wanting to help aren’t going to help you last 
long in this profession”, said Chey May. 

To succeed as a professional medical 
social worker, you need to be able to rise 
up to many challenges, said Jenny Goh, a 
medical social worker at Alexandra Hospital 
who works mainly with geriatric patients 
who have dementia.

“Working in a fast-paced hospital  
environment, the challenge is to manage 
your time well, prioritise the urgent cases to  
attend to first, be prepared to multi-task and 
react to crisis,” said Jenny. 

“Medical social workers need to be able 
to work under stress, so as to make fast but 
accurate assessments of each case within 
a short time frame.” 
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Jan listened carefully to 
my plight and knew what 
questions required answering 
before going further. She took 
pains to clarify my doubts, 
following up with phone calls 
and e-mails, and even went out 
of her way to get my signature 
when I forgot to initial one of 
the columns on the forms.
Devadas Naidu on National 
Heart Centre Singapore 
medical social worker 
Jan Koh Siew Hoon

Did you know?

1 Medical social workers were 
previously known as Almoners 

(people who give alms) in the United 
Kingdom. President SR Nathan became 
the first local male Almoner following 
his graduation from university in 1954.

2 Mrs Nora Tanburns, the first 
Almoner to come to Singapore 

from the United Kingdom in 1948, 
made the recommendation for the first 
Almoner’s department to be started at 
Outram Road General Hospital (now 
known as Singapore General Hospital).

3 Besides practical assistance, 
medical social workers also 

conduct risk assessments on patients  
who are deemed at risk of abuse, 
neglect or self-harm, and provide 
counselling to empower them towards 
self-help.
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