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Society of caregivers:
How S’pore can meet
needs of super-aged era

Chin Soo Fang
Senior Correspondent

For the past eight years, Madam
Peh Kim Hiok has been part of the
Singapore Red Cross’ (SRC) Elde-
rAid programme, where she be-
friends three seniors in her Tam-
pines neighbourhood.

The &2-year-old visits the se-
niors each month to check if they
need help, or simply tolend themsa
listening ear. The homemaker was
her mother’s caregiver for about 15
years, until she died a few years
agn.
While it was by chance that she
became a volunteer — having stum-
bled upon a recruitment drive at
Our Tampines Hub - these days,
she also helps out at SRC-orga-
nised excursions, as well as at temn-
ples and community events.

“My three children are all grown
up, so I thought: why not help
these old folls?" said Madam Peh,
who added that volunteering keeps
her active. She also plays the uku-
lele, swims, and does yoga and
zumba.

With the pace at which Singa-
pore is greving, ageing experts said
the country needs more seniors
like Madam Peh, who are redefin-
ing care beyond the bounds of
one's family.

The latest population figures re-
leased in September showed that
the proportion of citizens aged 65
and above is rising, and at a faster
pace than in the previous decade.

The city-state is expected to be-
come a super-aged society in 2026
- defined internationally as having
at least 21 per cent of the popula-
tion aged 63 or older - while about
ome in four Singaporeans will be in
this age group come 2030,

Alongside research showing that
maore than eight in 10 older adults
here prefer o grow old in their cur-
rent homes, the need for caregivers.
will only continue to rise, said Pro-
fessor Paulin Straughan, director
of the Centre for Research on Suc-
cessful Ageing (Rosa) ar Singapore

Management University.

Simply continuing to outsource
caregiving to migrant domestic
workers is not the solution, as do-
mestic helper numbers have al-
ready outstripped earlier projec-
tions. In 2002, the Government
projected that their numbers could
rise by 50 per cent and reach about
300,000 by 2030. The Republic
exceeded this figure in 2024.

That source countries are them-
selves ageing. while competition
intensifies globally for caregivers
and nurses, means there is a need
for home-grown talent to take on
eldercare roles, said Prof Straugh-
an.

“Aswe move to a super-aged and,
eventually, hyper-aged society, and
given the transformation in Family
structures with smaller family size,
increase in older persons house-
holds and singles households, it is
critical that we learn to embrace
our neighbourhood and commun-
ity as family” she said.

The good news is that the large
cohort of baby boomers who have
begun entering the post-65 age
range is generally healthier than
the generations before them.

The Mational Population Health
Surwey released earlier in October
showed greater health-seeking be-
haviour among older Singapo-
reans, such as participation in
screening for chronic diseases and
colorectal cancer.

A comprehensive study by the
Institute of Mental Health also
found a lower prevalence of de-
mentia and stroke among older
adults in 2023 than in 20013,

Meamwhile, Rosa's data showed
that more than twio-thirds of baby
boomers reported no difficulties
across all measured instrumental
activities of daily living - complex,
multi-step activities necessary for
independent living, such as using
transportation.

This group is also maore likely to
be socially active, with better so-
cial networks than their parents,
said Dr Kelvin Tan, head of pro-
gramme in Applied Ageing Studies
at the Singapore University of So-

cial Sciences.

This greater independence,
alongside  Singaporeans’ prefer-
ence for ageing-in-place, helps
contextualise moves by the Go-
vernment in recent years to build
up care services in the community
and improve local infrastructure,
such as through Age Well Neigh-
bourhoods, he noted.

The initiative will see more Com-
munity Care Apartments and ac-
tive ageing centres being built in
the coming years. Other schemes
to help with caregiving needs in-
clude the enhanced Home Perso-
nal Care service, which provides

services like 24,7 monitoring for
frail seniors, and the Shared Stay-
in Senior Care Services, where a
caregiver provides stay-in care for
a few seniors.

While government efforts will go
some way to building Singapore’s
caregiving capacity, experts here
such as Institute of Policy Studies
deputy director and senior re-
search fellow Christopher Gee said
a stronger push is needed to nur-
ture asociety of caregivers if Singa-
pore is to stay resilient in the face
of its changing demographics.

Drespite being healthier than ear-
lier cohorts, about 30 per cent of
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older adult caregivers report hav-
ing two or more chronic conditions
such as hypertension and diabetes,
said Rosa. This shows a need o
strengthen  caregivers” phiysical
health, alongside programmes to
mitigate caregiver burnout.

Omne senior facing these challeng-
es is Ms [jah Yatim, 73, who has hy-
pertension and high cholesterol,
and is caregiver to her mother with
dementia.

“As time goes by, I'm feeling
bumnt out, especially when she
does not sleep well at night, be-
sides her behavioural changes,” she
said. “l have to prioritise myself

and practise more self-care”

Mr Gee said spreading the care-
giving load more broadly will help.
It is also in keeping with the push
for Singapore to become a we-first
society, though he acknowledged it
will require a mindset shift away
from dollars and cents to growing
wone's social capital through caring
for others.

Existing tools that nudge people
to build good habits - such as the
Healthy 365 app that provides ben-
efits for meeting health targets -
«can be a possible model o incen-
tivise volunteering or other pro-
social behaviours, he noted.

Even without such incentives,
TMany are signing on to get more in-
volved in community caregiving.

The Silver Generation Office
(SG0) said its network of Siver
Generation Ambassadors (SGAs)
has grown from 3,000 in 2022 o
nearly 9,000} today, in part through
partmerships with companies, in-
stitutes of higher leaming, and
community-based recruitment.

5GAs go door to door to check on
seniors, and ensure they receive
timely assistance and care, espe-
cially for those who may be less
mohile or socially isolated.

Beyond face-to-face engage-
ments, SGO has introduced tele-
engagement and will soon add dig-
ital engagement, said SGO chief
%ng Hock Lin. Data analytics will
also be used to guide outreach ef-
forts and better understand emerg-
ing needs.

“The new modes of outreach are
designed to better connect with
younger seniors and future seniors
who may be more digitally savvy,
and enable us to engage seniors
with a variety of preferences and
lifestyles,” he said.

SRC chief executive officer Ben-
jamin William said Singapore
should also continue building on
its deep-rooted Asian culture of
piety to encourage more people to
«care for their neighbours and se-
niors.

“ElderAid's greatest incentive - a
sense of renewed purpose and ful-
filment; the gift of friendship and
community - is non-tangible, and
we believe that it should be this
way," he said.

Madam Peh agreed, and said she
«considers the three seniors as her
friends.

“When | couldn't visit them dur-
ing the Covid-® pandemic, they
told me they really missed me a
lot" she said.
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