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Entrepreneur, venture capitalist and life coach loo Yau Soon firmly believes that young people can change the world by building businesses with the.ir heart in the right place. 
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He has turned his dreams into reality 
and wants to help the young follow theirs 

D 
eath stared loo Yau 
Soon in the face when 
he was 12, and It 
changed his life. 

Then a schoolboy in 
Brunei, he was on a class picnic at 
lumut Beach. One moment, he 
was playing chess on the sand. The 
next, he was helping to pull the 
limp body of a classmate out from 
the waves. 

Two boys had gone swlmmlng 
in the sea, despite having been told 
not to by their teacher. 

"One managed to swlm back to 
shore, the other disappeared into 
the water. A few minutes later, a 
body floated up. My friend and I 
went out to pull him back. When 
we turned the body over, his face 
was purple," recalls Mr Loo, now 
40. 

The boy who drowned was a 
good friend. 

• At that moment, what was ap
parent to me was that his life was 
over . He would never have a 
chance to have a career, to love, to 
do anything for his parents. He 
would never know what lay be· 
yond the shores of Brunei, or what 
life really was about. 

"I decided I had to live twice the 
life, for him, • says Mr Loo. 

The tragedy jump-started a need 
to excel, and excel he did. 

By the tlme he was 26, he was a 
Harvard Business School graduate 
and, with two classmates, had 
raised US$38 million in venture 
capital to start a software firm in Sil· 
icon Valley. It earned him a spot on 
Harvard's list of Pioneers and Lead· 
ers in 2000. 

Mr loo returned to Asia and 
lived the life of a corporate high m. 
er before pausing to take stock. 
Guided by a social consdence, he 
gave up the corporate life to teach 
and mentor young entrepreneurs. 

He believes the world could be 
greatly Improved if more young 
people built businesses with their 
hearts in the r!ght place. 

For his "business, economic, 
and/or entrepreneurial accomplish· 
ments", he has been named one of 
the Tof 10 Outstanding Young Per
sons o the World by Junior Cham
ber International, a prominent 
youth service organisation. 

Now in its 30th year, the award 
salutes people aged 18 to 40 who 
have excelled In their chosen fields 
and created positive change in socl· 
ety. This year's awards will be given 
out at a ceremony in Rio de janeiro 
in November. 

Chatty and prone to loud bursts 
of laughter, the immaculately 
dressed Mr loo is the eldest of four 
children. His father owned a provl· 
sion shop. 

He says. he was a mischievous 
but insecure child - always hungry 
for attention. He reckons this needi· 
ness came from losing his maternal 
grandmother and paternal grandfa. 
ther, the two people who most 
doted on him. 

"My maternal grandmother 
loved me a lot but one day she just 
disappeared. I was about four or 
five years old then. She migrated to 
Canada," he says. 

A couple of years later, his pater
nal grandfather died. 

"My f~ther's provision shop 
burned down - my grandfather 
opened It when be came to Brunei 
from Guangzhou," he says. 

The inddent so traumatised the 
grandfather that he suffered a 
stroke and was paralysed. "He went 
to Singapore for treatment but 
didn't make it. The next thing •I 
knew, his coffin had arrived In the 
shop from Singapore," says Mr loo. 

His parents were too busy re· 
building the business to give him 
the attention his grandparents bad 
showered on him. 

"I became extremely competi· 
live- super kiasu - I needed to win 
at everything, • recalls Mr loo, who 
even rigged his computer to make 
sure he won at games. 

At 16, after completing his se
condary education, he left for Cal· 
gary in Canada to enrol at the 
Henry Wise Wood Senior High 
School. He was one or only 10 
Asians among the 2,000 students 
there. 

It was a big adjustment. 
"Calgary is bitterly cold. I had to 

take a 90-minute bus r!de to school 
and a 90-minute bus ride home," 
he recalls. 

Six months later, he became the 
top student of his cohort. That 
earned him a scholarship offer 
from the University of Calgary, but 
he decided to escape the cold and 
went to the University of British Co
lumbia (UBC) in Vancouver, where 
he studied computer science. 

By then, he had already decided 
he wanted to be a businessman. 

"But I also figured that I must do 
something that I love first. If not, 
there would not be a basis on 
which to sta.rt a business," he says. 

What be loved was computing. 
"I was very savvy with compu· 

ters. I was given bne when I was 13 
by an aunt in Canada, and my fa
ther was quite the gadget guy. He . 
would buy all these computers 
even though he did not know how 
to use them, and tell me to Ogure 
them out,'' says Mr loo, who 
taught himself how to wr!te compu
ter programs as a teenager by read
Ing manuals. 

In his third year at UBC, he 
chanced upon the book Hard 
Drive: Bill Gates And The Making 
Of The Microsoft Empire. Written 
by two Investigative reporters, it 
chron.icles Mr Gates' journey from 
teen hacker to undisputed emperor 
or the computer industry. 

"I could not put the book down. 
I finished half of it in one sitting." 
says Mr loo. He decided that, like 
Mr Gates, be wanted to bulld a com· 
pany doing what he loved to do. 

After graduating with first-class 
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honours, he decided to shell out an 
extra month's rental so he could 
look for a job In Vancouver. 

He managed to nail a gig as a pro
grammer with Chancery Software, 
one or the country's largest educa
tional software companies. 

"They hired me after they gave 
me a case to crack. I just sat there 
and wrote out the algorithms," he 
recalls. 

Three months after he started 
work, a couple of friends came to 
him and asked If he would like to 
set up a programming company. 

He readily agreed, Investing a 
few thousand dollars to start Aggres· 
sive Technology, which specialised 
in writing software for the optical 
trade. They set up shop in a friend's 
300 sq ft store room. 

"There was no heating, so it was 
very cold. In the morning. I'd work 
at my regular job, and at night, I 
would carry my computer and mo
nitor - there were no laptops at 
that time - to the office and write 
programs," Mr loo recalls. 

They turned a profit within a 
year, and he quit his job at Chan· 
eery soon after. 

He was also in charge of market· 
ing at his own outfit. "I'd go 
around knocking on doors. There 
were a lot of rejections, but I'd sold 
long-distance telephone call cards 
in college and that was worse. 

"What I learnt Is that your pitch 
has to be good, and you can never 
say die - because If you do, the 
game stops," he says. 

He did not fare too badly. An op
tical software that he developed 
ended up being used not just by op
tical stores but also by a leading 
eye-care training college In West· 
ern Canada. 

However, restlessness set in two 
years later. 

"I realised that I knew computer 
science well, but I knew nothing 
about business, and there was a 
limit to how far I could fly without 
that knowledge, • he says. 

He applied for a place at the pres· 
tlgious Harvard Business School In 
Boston and got in. "In Harvard, 
you're competing against some or 
the world's best. I never had to 
work so hard in my life. I knew 
nothing about accounts or econom· 
lcs," he says. 

The first year was a bit of a strug· 
gle but he caught up in the second 
year. "I also interned at McKinsey, • 
he says, referring to the consultlng 
compa.ny. "But I didn't do too well. 
I couldn't quite comprehend corpo
rate culture or speak the lingo 
then.• 

That experience led him to de· 
clde that he had to chart his own 
course, and start his own business 
after graduating. 

'The dot.com boom was then at 
its height, and Mr Loo and two 
classmates decided to r!de the wave 
by setting up their own software 
company - an online services mar
ketplace - and heading out to Slli· 
con Valley in California. 

The three friends pooled their 
savings so they could rent a 

People must love what they do to succeed 
"In my late teens, I wrote down two things. Firstly, 
I want to be able to do what I love to do. And 
secondly, I want to be able to allow the people I 
love to do what they love to do." 
MR LOO YAU SOON on the convktions that have shaped his ambitions 

People matter most when charting new waters 
"What I learnt from that experience is that people 
matter most. We were a bunch of crazy people 
who thought we could make a d ifference and we 
went out to chart our own path. Nothing can take 
that away from us." 
MR LOO on how he was able to build~ thriving software finn in Sllkon Valley 
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two-bedroom apartment, where 
they started Next Door Networks. 

"My sister, who was then in Can· 
ada, was the first person we hired. I 
called her and said: 'How would 
you like to work for a hotshot com
pany set up by Harvard Business 
School graduates?' 

"She said: 'It's you and your 
gang, right? Got pay or not?' I to ld 
her l .could pay for her meals only." 

Brother and sister shared one 
room in the apartment. One of his 
two partners took the other bed· 
room and the third lived with a rela· 
live. 

" In the day, we would roll up 
our sleeping bags, and the bed· 
rooms would be turned into confer· 
ence rooms. We furnished our of· 
flee with cheap tables and chairs." 

They kept knocking on the 
doors of venture capitalists (VCs) 
and were turned away by at least 20 
before they got their first million 
dollars in funding. 

Six months later, they were evict· 
ed when their landlord found out 
that his apartment was being used 
as an office. Mr loo and his part· 
ners were forced to rent a new 
space in an area populated by drug 
addicts. 

Still, they kept hiring, boosting 
their staff strength to 40. 

He explains: •we had to hire. In 
Silicon Valley, if you don't grow, 
you'll never make It, you'll neve.r 
get the next round of funding.• 

Their persistence paid off. just as 
they were about to exhaust their 
funds, sevei al VCs Including Trini· 
ty - which invested In Starbucks -
came on board with another US$10 
million. Over the next two years, 
their ~omp;my raised nearly US$38 
million. 

Two years later In 2001, just as 
the dot.com bubble was about to 
burst, they sold the company, at 
the insistence of the VCs. 

It was a rough time. 
"By then, we had 140 people. 

We had to buy out some of them to 
sell the company. We had to fire 
people we had hired ourselves, peo
ple who had worked their butts off 
to help us live our dreams. We 
could only make sure they got the 
shares they were supposed to get, • 
Mr loo says. 

He decided to head back to Asia. 
" I realised I had not spent 

enough time with my parents or 
eaten enough char kway teow. I 
wanted to experience Asia before I 
got too old," he says. 

In Brunei, he managed a few 
deals as a consultant, Including the 
sale of AXA Brunei. 

The insurance giant was so im
press"ed with his handling of the 
sale that they hired him as its re· 
gional vice-president for business 
development and strategy in Singa
pore, where he managed a business 
portfoHo worth USS120 million. 
Not long after, he was made VP for 
the Asia-Pacific, managing the 
group's companies In 11 countries. 

The pay was lucrative and the 
perks were good, but around this 
time, he started to question if there 
was more to life than work. 

He found himself a life coach 
who worked with him to discover 
what he was passionate about. "Ire
alised there must be more than just 
making money, • be says. 

He wants to give back, and reck· 
ons the best way to do so is to men
tor aspiring young entrepreneurs. 

"I had a coupfe of dreams as a 
teenager. One was to sit on the 
board of a listed company, the oth· 
er was to teach in a university," 
says the Singapore permanent resJ. 
dent. 

So he gave up his high-flying cor
porate career to teach. 

Mr loo - who is an independent 
director of a listed real estate invest· 
ed company- is now an adjunct fac
ulty member of entrepreneurship 
at the Singapore Management Uni
versity (SMU). He also teaches entre· 
preneurshlp and leadership to MBA 
students in Chinese at the Nan
yang Technopreneurship Centre. 
In addition, he is a visiting profes· 
sor at the University of Brunei,. Da· 
russalarn's MBA programme. 

Furthermore, be mentors the 
Youth Entrepreneurship Symposl· 
urn In Singapore, and has given 
more than 500 ta.lks - many on a 
pro bono basis - to young entrepre
neurs and working professionals. 

In addition, he founded the Pas
sion Unleashed Talk series at SMU, 
where corporate leaders and entre
preneurs share their life stories and 
personal challertges. 

" I probably gave up a couple of 
million bucks in opportunity costs 
by quitting AXA. But the strange 
thing Is, when I don't care about 
money, real opportunities come," 
says Mr loo, who is himself a certi· 
fled life coach now. 

The Economic Development 
Board of Brunei has just roped him 
in as a venture capital partner to 
head an outfit that would invest ln 
companies In Brunei and help 
them expand overseas. 

Mr Chatri Sityodtong, 42, was 
one of the two Harvard graduates 
who set up NextDoor Networks 
with Mr loo. 

"He's a crazy guy and one of the 
hardest workers I know. When we 
were doing our start-up, he would 
sleep just three hours, under his 
desk, and work through the night. 

"One or the most incredible 
things about him i.s that he has no 
sense of what's realistic and what's 
not. He's not bound by what SOCie
ty says Is acceptable and doable. He 
can Impart a passion for Uvlng and 
dreaming that makes him a great 
teacher and Ufe coach," says the 
founder of Evolve, Singapore's lar
gest mixed martial arts academy. 

If Mr loo, a bachelor, has one re
gret, It is that he has not devoted 
enough time to finding a life part· 
ner. But he says h e is working on 
that. 

The movie fao quotes a line 
from Taiwan box-office hit You Are 
The Apple Of My Eye when asked 
how he wants to be remembered. 

"If the world is a little better be· 
cause of me, then I will be very hap
py.• 
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