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When he ran out of contact lenses 
one day, the idea struck then man-
agement  consultant  Darryn  Tan  
that perhaps more could be done 
to solve the woes of contact lens 
wearers. 

“When I popped out my last pair, 
I thought to myself, that was $3 or 
$4 gone just like that,” he recalled. 
“Surely there must be a better and 
cheaper way for the consumer to 
buy their lenses.”

That was two years ago, and to-
day Mr Tan and business partner 
Javad Namazie, both 39, own what 
is  believed to be the first  Singa-
pore brand of contact lenses in the 
market. 

The journey has not been easy for 
the founders of Two of a Kind, but 
in April the duo, who met in pri-
mary  school  and  have  no  back-
ground in the optometric industry, 
launched the brand. 

It is the first direct-to-consumer 
brand of contact lenses in Singa-
pore, cutting out the middleman, 
and  customers  can  opt  for  a  
subscription-based  model.  Their  
lenses are made in Taiwan at a fac-
tory that has been approved by the 
Singapore  authorities  and  prices  
for a month’s supply of daily dispos-
able contact lenses start at $50. 

Most of the company’s dealings 
are online,  but customers are re-
quired to attend a prescription and 
fitting  with  the  in-house  op-
tometrists before purchasing. 

“It’s a personal and intimate prod-
uct, so we we want to do it right,” 
said Mr Tan. 

Since  conceiving  the  idea,  the  
duo, who both wear contact lenses, 
have not looked back. With the In-
ternet  as  their  guide  and  advice  
from  industry  stakeholders,  they  
decided to try to change the con-
sumer experience in the relatively 
traditional contact lens industry. 

The market in Singapore has typi-
cally  been  dominated  by  estab-
lished  brands  like  Bausch  and  
Lomb, and Johnson and Johnson. 

Mr Tan said: “We wanted to take 
a traditional consumer product cat-
egory  that  hadn’t  changed  in  
decades and shake things up.” 

Admittedly, working out of Singa-
pore,  which  is  one  of  the  most  
tightly regulated markets for con-
tact  lenses,  posed  challenges  in  
terms of regulation and approvals, 
said Mr Namazie, who is a lawyer 
by training. He added: “To even get 
started we had to sort out quite a 
bit  of  paperwork.  But  again,  we  
wanted to do it right.” 

Mr Tan said one of the most sur-
prising things he found out while 
doing research was that while cus-

tomers paid close to $4 for a pair of 
daily disposable contacts, the same 
pair could cost companies as little 
as 20 cents to manufacture. 

“It would not hurt the big boys to 
sell lenses at the cost to serve, but 
no one is incentivised to do that. 
We’re hoping to change that,” said 
Mr Tan. Cost to serve is the total 
cost of bringing the product to the 
customer. 

“I also thought to myself, we can 
get food on demand and store files 
remotely  on  a  cloud  (server),  is  
there any reason why direct-to-con-
sumer  contact  lenses  are  not  
around yet? 

“Nobody was doing contact lens 
subscription and there was no rea-
son for the status quo to remain.” 

But  the  idea  of  selling  contact  
lenses online  did  raise  eyebrows  
among some  of  the  stakeholders  
they consulted at the initial stages. 

Mr Namazie said: “The whole on-
line  contact  lens  industry  had  
gained notoriety years earlier and 
the authorities had to clamp down 
on some bad hats. So professionals 
in the industry were very wary. 

“There’s  the  assumption  that  
when you’re online, you’re not see-
ing the customers, there’s no pre-
scription, there’s no fitting. So we 
made it a point to do everything by 
the book, and assure them that we 
are not some dodgy business.” 

The product is registered and the 
company  emphasises  that  cus-
tomers have to  get  a  proper  eye  
check-up and fitting at its shop in 
North Canal Road, near Hong Lim 
Park, before lenses are distributed. 

“After that came across, people 
we spoke to warmed up pretty fast 
and  began  to  see  merit  in  the  
model. We had some good conver-
sations, some helpful and insight-
ful advice,” said Mr Namazie.

As part of research, the duo tried 
out at least 30 brands of contact 
lenses from all over the world, and 
kept  a  detailed  log  on  how  the  
lenses felt throughout the day. 

“Some days we ended up with red 
eyes, or we had to peel the lenses 
out  of  our  eyes.  Thankfully  we  
didn’t end up blind, but we discov-
ered for ourselves that there were 
good and bad products out there,” 
said Mr Namazie. 

The venture is fully self-funded 
and is the first foray into business 
for the duo, who left their jobs to 
do this full-time about a year ago. 
Since  launching  the  business  
three months ago, sales have to-
talled  about  $30,000,  and  rev-
enues have doubled every month, 
said Mr Tan. 

They have about 300 paying cus-
tomers who have either purchased 
the product or signed up to receive 
the lenses on a subscription basis. 

Mr Tan added: “So many other in-
dustries have changed and adapted 
over time. We don’t want to be the 
guy  who  says,  ‘Oh  yeah,  Uber,  I  
thought of that years ago’. 

“That’s sad. And I say this with an 
absolute understanding that at any 
point of time we might still fail, but 
at least we gave it a shot.”
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Instead of the 40 to 50 presents he 
gets each year, David Jap received 
only  a  few  for  his  recent  eighth  
birthday.  But  he  was  more  than  
happy about it.

The River Valley Primary School 
pupil, with the help of his mother 
Helen Tjam, 37, started a campaign 
on  crowdfunding  website  Giv-
ing.sg on June 17, to raise funds for 
The  Straits  Times  School  Pocket  
Money Fund (STSPMF).

He  tapped  his  birthday  party  
guests for help. 

The campaign  has  since raised 
about $1,700, more than twice its 
goal of $800, and the money will go 
directly to STSPMF.

Madam Tjam, a financial consul-
tant, told The Straits Times: “David 
would receive so many gifts each 
year – books, Lego sets, stationery, 
nerf guns, soft toys and more.”

Instead  of  telling  his  birthday  
party guests what David’s prefer-
ence  of  gifts  were,  links  to  the  
crowdfunding page  were  sent  to  
his  friends’  parents.  At  least  20  
made donations.

Madam  Tjam  said  she  came  
across a  video about an STSPMF 
beneficiary  named  Ronn  who  
would drink water during recess as 
he  could  not  afford  meals.  She  
showed it to David, who asked why 
Ronn was in such a situation.

David said: “I didn’t know there 
were children who could not buy 
food.  I  was  touched.  Now  I  feel  
happy and thankful that I can help 
them.”

Madam Tjam said: “I hope to in-
stil  a  sense of  giving  in  my boy.  
There are people in need. We need 
to be generous and gracious, to help 
the community and give back to soci-
ety.” She added that for the past two 
years, he has donated most of his 
birthday gifts to a Batam orphanage.

“So I asked him if instead of re-
ceiving birthday presents this year, 
his birthday present would be rais-
ing  money  for  STSPMF,  and  he  
readily agreed.”

David still had his birthday party, 
which took place at Bounce Singa-
pore,  an indoor trampoline park,  
on June 30. “I still received a few 

presents,” he said cheerily.
The  STSPMF  provides  pocket  

money to children from needy fami-
lies to help with school-related ex-
penses. Since 2000, it has helped 
more  than  160,000  beneficiaries  
and disbursed over $61 million.
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A university’s offer of free classes 
to students who marry or have kids 
during their  course  of  study  has  
been welcomed by most students 
and academics interviewed,  with 
some calling it a creative move. 

Last Friday, the Singapore Uni-
versity of Social Sciences (SUSS) an-
nounced  the  Marriage  and  Baby  
Bonus  scheme  for  its  part-time  
adult students, saying this was “in 
support of Singapore’s continued 
focus on encouraging marriage and 
parenthood”.

From July 23, those who qualify 
can redeem two free modules, with 
a maximum of five credit units per 
module, or one 10-credit unit mod-
ule. This move may save students 
up to a few thousand dollars. 

Sociologist  Paulin  Straughan  
from Singapore Management Uni-
versity said the SUSS move is an in-
novative way to encourage young 
adults to integrate lifelong learning 
with family responsibilities. 

“We tend to look at our life aspira-
tions in linear segments – first we 
complete  our  formal  education,  
then we get a job and build our ca-
reers, and then we get married and 
grow our families,” she said. 

This mindset results in a delay in 
people getting married and having 
their first child, she added, as in-
vestment in formal education and 
careers now take longer.

Associate Professor Tan Ern Ser 
from the Department of Sociology 
at the National University of Singa-
pore (NUS) also thinks the SUSS 
scheme is creative, even though it 
will not enhance marriage and fer-
tility rates significantly.

“It’s a well-known idea in sociol-
ogy that universities serve a latent 
function, that of providing opportu-
nities for people to meet potential 
partners and to spend time as cou-
ples,” said Prof Tan. 

Associate Professor Daniel Goh, 
a sociologist from NUS, called the 
offer “a wonderful gesture”.

“The point is that the university is 

recognising the struggles of its part-
time students and trying to alleviate 
their financial burdens just that lit-
tle bit because it can,” he said.

But Prof Goh said he does not see 
the scheme as encouraging mar-
riage and childbirth,  adding that  
this is something that universities 
should not be involved in. 

“I don’t see it as an incentive for 
students to get married or have chil-
dren, because marriage and raising 
a child are immense responsibili-
ties that most people take seriously 
and a free module is hardly part of 
the calculations,” he said.

Part-time students  interviewed  
were mostly in favour of the SUSS 
scheme, though some voiced con-
cerns about fairness.

Mr  Nicholas  Goh,  27,  who  is  
studying digital marketing at PSB 
Academy Singapore, said one issue 
facing couples looking to get mar-
ried and start a family is financial 
security.  “Since  Singaporeans of-
ten prioritise education, this move 
will  certainly  help  some  young  
adults  marry  earlier  than  when  
they initially planned to so as to 
save some money,” he said.

While noting the scheme’s bene-
fits, Ms Nadzirah Eunos, 24, a part-
time  communications  with  psy-
chology student at the Singapore 
Institute  of  Management,  said  it  
may not be fair to students who are 
single.

Ms  Jermaine  Loh  Wai  Lin,  21,  
who is  studying human resource 
part-time  at  SUSS,  said:  “I  think  
such a scheme is only workable for 
students  of  a  certain  age  group.  
Maybe those 30 and above.” 

Her  SUSS  coursemate  Muham-
mad Farhan Afiq Ja’afar,  25,  said 
the cash savings will be significant 
to the students who qualify for it.

“Most of the students studying 
part-time  in  SUSS,  like  me,  are  
working full-time in order to pay 
the bills and survive. So this scheme 
will help some students to be less 
afraid about taking more modules 
and racking up school fees.” 
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