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“We haven’t caught up to that fact yet and it is 
really frustrating,” exclaims the vibrant woman 
who believes one of the problems surrounding 
the issue of cancer in the Malaysian society is the 
fact that we just prefer to not talk about it. “We 
have to take charge and talk about it if we want a 
change because right now, if you look at Malaysia 
and other parts of Asia, more than half of the 
breast cancer patients are under the age of 50,” 
says the professor. 

Now a successful scientist who is well-known 
in the cancer research field, Teo humbly believes 
that everything she has achieved thus far, is by 
luck. “I have always been very lucky to be at the 
right place with the right individuals to guide me.” 

“Both my parents didn’t receive university 
degrees, having studied up until Form 3 in second-
ary school,” she continues. “And so when you have 
one older brother and three younger sisters, grow-
ing up we kind of knew that we would need to rely 
on scholarships for higher education.”

Now a 43-year-old with a family of her own, 
this dedicated lady has been through a string of 
scholarships since the age of 13 and is grateful 
for the fact that they were offered to her. “First 
it was the ASEAN Scholarship in Singapore and 
then one from Yayasan Sime Darby to get a degree 
in Cambridge University as a scientist,” she says. 
“I surprisingly did very well and was fortunate 
enough that the university then offered me a 
scholarship to do my PhD in which I decided 

Altering Perspectives
A symbol of hope for  mAny, heAd of the  CAnCer reseArCh 
initiAtives foundAtion Professor dr Teo soo-Hwang stresses  
the importAnCe of  demystifying the issue of  CAnCer
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and my kids play 
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sometimes we 
have duets or 
quartets together.”
past ambitions
“I used to want  
to be a pianist,  
an artist and  
even a teacher  
at one point.”
what i  
stand for 
“My family and 
CARIF define a 
large part of my 
life but it will 
always be my 
family that  
comes first and 
foremost.”

M
any see cancer as 
a death sentence. The 
word stops people in 
their tracks and they 
think of the worst pos-
sible outcome. However 
with technology these 

days, the possibilities of actually having the worst 
outcome can be reduced, says Professor Dr Teo Soo-
Hwang, a woman who shines like a candle in the 
dark for many breast cancer patients and survivors.

that I wanted to do cancer 
research.” Being as smart as she 
is, she was then offered a job 
where she worked as a Royal 
Society Research Fellow at the 
university. It was when Tan Sri 
Tunku Ahmad Yahya, the ceo 
of Sime Darby Berhad called 
on her to to lead the Cancer 
Research Initiatives Foundation 
(carif) as ceo that she decided 
to return back to her homeland. 
Teo has been with carif since 
its inception a decade ago. 
The foundation is recognised 

internationally for its laboratory-based research in 
order to identify why cancer happens and how to 
prevent and treat it. 

She goes on to say in a very matter-of-fact tone, 
“But no matter how much we do, people have to 
realise that we can’t cure cancer just yet. If you ask 
if cancer can be cured in 10 years, it would be a 
straightforward no. We do try our best to develop 
new drugs and vaccination methods and that is 
where we spend most of our money. High-class 
works like these take time and when we’re talking 
about developing new drugs, it actually takes an 
average of maybe 25 years.”

 Something she holds dearly in her heart, is a 
spoken hope conveyed to her by a breast cancer 
patient, “There are many patients who inspire me. 
One of them now talks to other patients in hopes 
of encouraging them on their journey of survival. 
But more importantly and as a reminder to me, she 
told me that her one wish was that her daughter 
would not need to go through what she went 
through. That is a very gripping reminder that 
what we do here is very real and that we need to 
try our best to do more.” 

With someone like Teo, you know you won’t 
get anything less. “If you ask the people within 
this organisation, they would probably say that 
I identify with individuals like the late Margaret 
Thatcher. I really am very focused on achieving a 
goal. I have always tried to be positive and to try 
my best to make things happen,” she concludes.      

162195-People2_Dr. Teo_13-4.indd   66 13/04/13   9:50 AM
Epson 4800 B-130413

 malaysia  tatler 66 may 2013

people
Who’s Who

n w
o

rd
s 

de
m

ie
 ta

n 
 n p

h
o

to
gr

ap
h

y 
ni

ch
o

la
s y

o
ng

  n 
st

yl
in

g 
an

d 
gr

o
o

m
in

g 
az

za
 a

ri
f

“We haven’t caught up to that fact yet and it is 
really frustrating,” exclaims the vibrant woman 
who believes one of the problems surrounding 
the issue of cancer in the Malaysian society is the 
fact that we just prefer to not talk about it. “We 
have to take charge and talk about it if we want a 
change because right now, if you look at Malaysia 
and other parts of Asia, more than half of the 
breast cancer patients are under the age of 50,” 
says the professor. 

Now a successful scientist who is well-known 
in the cancer research field, Teo humbly believes 
that everything she has achieved thus far, is by 
luck. “I have always been very lucky to be at the 
right place with the right individuals to guide me.” 

“Both my parents didn’t receive university 
degrees, having studied up until Form 3 in second-
ary school,” she continues. “And so when you have 
one older brother and three younger sisters, grow-
ing up we kind of knew that we would need to rely 
on scholarships for higher education.”

Now a 43-year-old with a family of her own, 
this dedicated lady has been through a string of 
scholarships since the age of 13 and is grateful 
for the fact that they were offered to her. “First 
it was the ASEAN Scholarship in Singapore and 
then one from Yayasan Sime Darby to get a degree 
in Cambridge University as a scientist,” she says. 
“I surprisingly did very well and was fortunate 
enough that the university then offered me a 
scholarship to do my PhD in which I decided 

Altering Perspectives
A symbol of hope for  mAny, heAd of the  CAnCer reseArCh 
initiAtives foundAtion Professor dr Teo soo-Hwang stresses  
the importAnCe of  demystifying the issue of  CAnCer

AT A  
GlANCe
pastime 
activity
“I play the piano 
and my kids play 
the violin, so 
sometimes we 
have duets or 
quartets together.”
past ambitions
“I used to want  
to be a pianist,  
an artist and  
even a teacher  
at one point.”
what i  
stand for 
“My family and 
CARIF define a 
large part of my 
life but it will 
always be my 
family that  
comes first and 
foremost.”

M
any see cancer as 
a death sentence. The 
word stops people in 
their tracks and they 
think of the worst pos-
sible outcome. However 
with technology these 

days, the possibilities of actually having the worst 
outcome can be reduced, says Professor Dr Teo Soo-
Hwang, a woman who shines like a candle in the 
dark for many breast cancer patients and survivors.

that I wanted to do cancer 
research.” Being as smart as she 
is, she was then offered a job 
where she worked as a Royal 
Society Research Fellow at the 
university. It was when Tan Sri 
Tunku Ahmad Yahya, the ceo 
of Sime Darby Berhad called 
on her to to lead the Cancer 
Research Initiatives Foundation 
(carif) as ceo that she decided 
to return back to her homeland. 
Teo has been with carif since 
its inception a decade ago. 
The foundation is recognised 

internationally for its laboratory-based research in 
order to identify why cancer happens and how to 
prevent and treat it. 

She goes on to say in a very matter-of-fact tone, 
“But no matter how much we do, people have to 
realise that we can’t cure cancer just yet. If you ask 
if cancer can be cured in 10 years, it would be a 
straightforward no. We do try our best to develop 
new drugs and vaccination methods and that is 
where we spend most of our money. High-class 
works like these take time and when we’re talking 
about developing new drugs, it actually takes an 
average of maybe 25 years.”

 Something she holds dearly in her heart, is a 
spoken hope conveyed to her by a breast cancer 
patient, “There are many patients who inspire me. 
One of them now talks to other patients in hopes 
of encouraging them on their journey of survival. 
But more importantly and as a reminder to me, she 
told me that her one wish was that her daughter 
would not need to go through what she went 
through. That is a very gripping reminder that 
what we do here is very real and that we need to 
try our best to do more.” 

With someone like Teo, you know you won’t 
get anything less. “If you ask the people within 
this organisation, they would probably say that 
I identify with individuals like the late Margaret 
Thatcher. I really am very focused on achieving a 
goal. I have always tried to be positive and to try 
my best to make things happen,” she concludes.      

162195-People2_Dr. Teo_13-4.indd   66 13/04/13   9:50 AM
Epson 4800 B-130413

162195-People2_Dr. Teo_13-4.indd   2 13/04/13   9:18 AM


