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TECHNOLOGY

good example of how data plays 
an increasingly important role in 
local social entrepreneurship.

“Data can help us replan our
available resources and make 
their use more effective,” says 
Huang, who was a speaker at this 
year’s four-day Social Enterprise 
Summit earlier this month.

Huang notes there have been
more data-driven initiatives 
among Hong Kong’s more than 
10,000 social enterprises of late. 

Using big data, such as the
government’s population 
by-census statistics and even 
weather information, can help 
social enterprises bridge the gap 
between a community’s needs 
and the services that can address 
them. That, in turn, fosters a more
holistic approach to meeting the 
needs of individuals and society 
as a whole, Huang says.

“Information technology has
created the potential to match up 
two things in the right place to 
bring out their value,” the HKUST 
professor adds.

Erwin Huang, associate
professor of engineering practice 
at the Hong Kong University of 
Science and Technology 
(HKUST), says Social Career is a 

month the platform will start 
featuring more lifestyle and 
personalised content, including 
by telling the stories of volunteers 
in photos.

about 800 NGOs, matching them 
with around 80,000 volunteers 
who have donated some 800,000 
hours of their time between them.
Many are students and young 
professionals.

But Tam says growth has
slowed down, and the platform 
still has a long way to go before 
reaching his target of accumulat-
ing 1 million volunteers.

The coronavirus pandemic
has proved to be a challenge too, 
with NGOs scaling back their 
volunteering offers because of 
social distancing, even though 
demand for them remains high, 
according to Tam.

The platform has begun think-
ing of new ways to cope, including
by adding more opportunities to 
help out online and with 
“micro-volunteering” – a new 
trend in which people give only a 
little bit of their time, for example, 
by taking 10 minutes during their 
commute to help a student solve a
maths problem.

Tam says that at the end of this

have taken to volunteering over 
the past two years, especially 
university and secondary school 
students. 

Some want to give back to
society, while others hope to earn 

school credit, but they are increas-
ingly willing to make longer time 
commitments rather than treat-
ing volunteering as a one-off.

Social Career now serves

The Social Career platform
uses big data to match local 
volunteers with the NGOs who 
need them.

Established in 2016, the
platform provides a clearing 
house for volunteering opportun-
ities on its mobile app, while its 
20-member team analyses the 
data it generates.

That data, in turn, enables the
platform to better match volun-
teers with their preferred activities
and helps NGOs to recruit suit-
able help, says Social Career CEO 
Matthew Tam Chun-kit, a 43-
year-old banker-turned-social 
entrepreneur.

“Data comes in to drive the
balance between demand and 
supply,” he says, adding non-gov-
ernmental organisations some-
times approached Social Career 
to ask for help when they had diffi-
culty recruiting volunteers.

Tam says more Hongkongers

The city has entered peak volun-
teering season, and initiatives 
aimed at helping pets, pupils and 
elderly people are among locals’ 
favourite causes to donate their 
time to, a data-driven platform 
has revealed.

The platform, created by the
non-profit tech company Social 
Career, has revealed other trends 
as well. For instance, when 
Hongkongers choose a volunteer-
ing activity, their top priority is 
proximity to where they live. 

And the Lunar New Year sea-
son brings with it a downturn in 
volunteering, with do-gooders 
returning around Easter.

October and November,
meanwhile, are the most popular 
months for getting out and 
lending a hand.
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Helping pets, pupils and elderly popular picks as city enters peak season

Platform uses big data to better match volunteers with social causes

From left: Social Career’s marketing intern Vanessa Ng Kei-tung, its CEO 
Matthew Tam and HKUST professor Erwin Huang. Photo: Edmond So

Data can help us 
replan our … 
resources and 
make their use 
more effective
PROFESSOR ERWIN HUANG

“There is a real lack of conversa-
tion around adoption in Hong 
Kong.”

Some discussion to break
down the stigma and emotional 
pain over adoption has begun, led
by adults who were adopted as 
well as adoptive parents.

A letter from his birth mother

Yann Cudennec’s most prized 
possession is a letter from the 
birth mother he has never met. 

She was 16 and an unmarried
Hongkonger when she wrote to 
her infant son in 1993, explaining 
why she was giving him away for 
adoption. 

“I’m very sorry. I really do not
want to leave you,” she said. “It’s 
because I wish you can have a 
happier and more stable family 
life … I don’t know if it’s a good 
choice. I only hope it will be good 
for you.” 

Now 28, Cudennec was given
the letter by his adoptive parents 
when he turned 18 and was about 
to start university. He remembers 
weeping for hours after reading 
that his birth mother loved and 
wanted the best for him. 

He was adopted at four
months by a Frenchman and his 
Malaysian-Chinese wife, who 
were living in Hong Kong and had 
an older daughter of their own. 

Cudennec, who is ethnically
Chinese and an event manager at 
a hotel, says he struggled with 
identity issues for most of his life. 
It  was not until  he was at 
university in Montreal that he was
finally able to say out loud: “I’m 
adopted.”

“There’s still a lot of negativity
surrounding adoption,” he says. 

After he returned to Hong
Kong in 2016, he got together with
some others to start a group for 

adult adoptees. It has about 30 
members aged 18 to 70 who meet 
once a month over dinner. 

Cudennec says sharing differ-
ent perspectives of adoption with 
the others helped him feel less 
alone and he began to understand
his own story better.

It was through the group that
he learned about adoptees trying 
to find their birth families and, in 
2019, began looking for his birth 
mother.

 Through his social worker, he
received a response. He learned 
his birth mother was in Hong 
Kong and had a family of her own,
but for now, she does not want to 
meet him. He was prepared for 
that outcome, as he worked with 
the social worker to manage his 
expectations. 

“We could cross paths on the
MTR and I would never know,” he
says. “I only reached out just to 
know that she was OK and in a 

When there are these 
myths around adoption ... 
that can be very damaging
ALIA EYRES, CEO OF MOTHER’S CHOICE

Gretchen Ryan 
founded 
Adoptive 
Families of 
Hong Kong, a 
support group 
for couples 
who have 
adopted 
children.

residential care or foster care and 
not relinquishing your parental 
rights, even if you know you’re 
never going to be able to bring that
child back home, that can be very 
damaging to children,” Eyres 
says.

Mother’s Choice is one of
three accredited adoption agen-
cies overseen by the SWD. The 
others are the Po Leung Kuk and 
International Social Service Hong 
Kong.

Adoptive parents must be at
least 25 years old, have no crimi-
nal record, be in good mental and 
physical health, and have a stable 
income with monthly disposable 
income above the city’s median 
level. For a household of two, that 
is around HK$36,800. Single 
people can also apply to adopt. 

The agencies and the SWD

work together to match available 
children with willing adoptive 
parents, with consideration given 
to the parents’ socio-economic 
circumstances and ethnicity.

Eyres put the total number of
families approved to adopt at 100 
to 120.

 A spokesman for the depart-
ment’s adoption unit said adop-
tive parents often stated preferen-
ces about the age and health of the
child, emotional and behavioural 
issues, types and level of disability,
and birth family background. 

They were encouraged to
“widen their child preferences” as 
most children available for adop-
tion had special needs.

While it may be understand-
able that some couples hesitate to 
commit to raising a child with 
health or other issues, Eyres says: 
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way, to let her know that I am OK 
too.”

‘I had so many questions’ 

Much of Jo Jo Cheng’s life has cen-
tred around secrets. She was eight 
when she found her adoption 
certificate in her mother’s drawer.

“I was so shocked. I had so
many questions,” she recalls. 

But she did not tell anyone,
partly out of loyalty to the couple 
she knew as her parents, a house-
wife and businessman with no 
other children. 

She learned she was the 11th of
13 children born to farmers in the 
New Territories who were related 
to her adoptive mother. Her 
adoptive parents offered to adopt 
the baby to ease the family’s 
burden, on condition the birth 
parents never contacted the girl. 

Cheng was at university when
her older brother reached out and 
that led to her attending another 
brother’s wedding, where she met
her biological parents and siblings
for the first time.

“It was not like the films,” she
says ruefully. “It was like meeting 
strangers.”

But she never told her adop-
tive parents. After they died, she 
began seeing her biological family
more regularly and has grown 
close to two of her sisters. 

Now in her forties and married
to a Christian minister, she regrets
that she never spoke openly with 
her adoptive parents about how 
they raised her as their own.

“It would have been very
important to say thank you to 
them, but I missed the chance.”

She and her husband have a
six-year-old adopted daughter 
and are not hiding the truth. They 
hold a ceremony each year on the 
date they adopted her formally 
and also on the date they brought 
her home. 

Cheng says she makes sure to
tell her child every day that she is a
blessing, as she knows that an 
adopted child can have feelings of 
abandonment.

“When I adopted my daugh-
ter, I also adopted her past. This is 
really important when you make a
decision to adopt, although your 
relationship is not based on DNA. 
It‘s based on your time and your 
love,” she says.

That resonates with Taiwan-
born social worker Gretchen 
Ryan, 59, who with her American 
husband Jeff, 64, a banker, 
adopted five Chinese and Filipino 
children, now aged 25 to 47. 

She founded Adoptive Fam-
ilies of Hong Kong, a non-profit 
support group for couples who 
have adopted children. 

She says Asian couples tend to
keep adoption a secret, anxious to
protect their children from pain. 
Instead, she encourages them to 
learn to talk about adoption from 
the start, something she and her 
husband did with their children. 

“We also need to talk about
their biological families,” she 
adds. “This is a lifelong journey.”

Negative attitudes are keeping 
down the number of babies 
available to adopt in Hong Kong, 
while couples willing to do so are 
wary about the children they 
choose, experts say.

As of June this year, there were
101 children listed for adoption. 
According to the Social Welfare 
Department (SWD), 34 had 
disabilities, 33 were aged three or 
above, 29 had a complicated 
family background such as having
a birth parent who was drug 
dependent or with mental health 
problems, and five had issues with
their physical health.

The number of adoptions fell
from 71 in 2016 to 59 last year. 
There was also a drop in how 
many Hong Kong children were 
taken in by foreigners, from 13 in 
2016 to 10 last year.

Alia Eyres, CEO of Mother’s
Choice, a charity that helps 
pregnant teenagers and children 
without families, says part of the 
reason for the decline in adop-
tions is the growing number of 
children with complex profiles. 

For example, the charity has
seen more babies exposed to 
drugs in the womb. This makes it 
harder to place the children with 
families willing to adopt. 

She says there are three “com-
mon myths” surrounding adop-
tion in Hong Kong.

 The first is that mothers who
give up their babies are “bad 
people”, the second is that adop-
tive parents cannot possibly love 
an adopted child like their own 
biological child, and the third is 
that adopted children will grow 
up longing for their birth parents, 
rejecting their adoptive ones.

She says this partly explains
why there are so few children 
available for adoption, although 
there are 3,877 in residential care 
until they turn 18, unless they re-
turn to their parents or are adop-
ted, according to official data.

“When there are these myths
around adoption, that you’re 
better off leaving your child in 

People who adopt say 
the prime motivation is 
love, but now fewer 
children are being 
taken in, not helped by 
some harmful myths 

It’s more than just DNA
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Yann Cudennec was given a letter from the birth mother he has never met when he was 18, explaining why she had given him up. Photo: K.Y. Cheng, Felix Wong, Jonathan Wong

It was not like
the films. It was 
like meeting 
strangers
JO JO CHENG RECALLS MEETING HER 
BIOLOGICAL PARENTS AND SIBLINGS FOR 
THE FIRST TIME


