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Elderly workers

Many

working

out of need,

not out
of choice

Ng Kok Hoe

For The Straits Times

Workingin old age evokes two
opposing images. One s of
vulnerability and need, of elderly
people who make aliving clearing
tables at hawker centres and
collecting cardboard. Then thereis
theimage of productivity, active
ageingand choice, of older people
who continue to work because it
gives meaning and a sense of
independence.

experiences of older workers?

This question has gained
increasing interest as population
ageing prompts measures to retain
older workers, but the public
remains concerned about the work
conditions some elderly workers
face. Ongoing debatesin the news
and social media disagree on the
motivationsof work in old age.

Inarecentreport, several elderly
persons who were interviewed said
they were working to stay
physically and mentally active
rather than to meet their expenses
(“Age of golden workers: Many
seniors working into 80s and 90s to
stayactive”; ST, April 30).

However the report also quotesa
Member of Parliament who
observed that elderly workers do
not always admit that they need the
income. Some even avoid seeking
help because they prefer to depend
on themselves.

There arereasons tobe upbeat
about the future. In the long run,
due to better educational and
economic opportunities, there will
be fewer people in physically
demanding manualjobs from
which workers normally have to
retire earlier.

Greater income accumulation in
the youngeryears will mean that
more people can make a choice
about work in their later years.
Central Provident Fund (CPF)
coverage and account balances
have been rising steadily.

However the elderly population,
like all other age groups, is diverse.

When the National Surveyof

¢ Senior Citizens asked elderly

i people in 2011 why they continued
: towork, more than halfsaid thatit
i was tomeet their currentliving

i expenses.

Another 20 per cent cited

i concernsaboutlong-term income
i security.Just12 per cent chose to
: workinorder to stay active, while
: 7per cent werelooking to occupy
¢ their time. Quite clearly, many did
. not consider retirement an option.

Tounderstand this, one must

i consider whether elderly people’s
¢ income situations allow them to

: makea genuine choice about

. employment. Despite

Sowhich image better depicts the :
. elderly population still has fairly

i lowincomes. The 2011 survey

: found thatone in four elderly

: persons had amonthly income of
¢ $500 orless, taking into account

i notjustincome from work but all
: possible sources such as the CPF,
¢ family and public assistance.

improvement over the years, the

Itissometimes suggested that

i elderly people donot need active

¢ income sources because theyown
i assets - especially housing - that

: canbe converted into equity when
¢ necessary,or that they may turn to
i their family in times of need.

Butelderly people who are

: poorestin terms ofincome are also
i leastlikely to own housing.

i Currentlyalmost 25,000 elderly

: peoplelive in public rental housing.
i These tenants have no housing

i assetsetaside forarainyday.

Demographic trends indicate

. that, in future, older people will

i have fewer working-age children to
. relyon for financial support. Thisis
¢ worrying asadult children have

: traditionally been the most

: important source ofincomeinold

: age.Already, co-residence with

¢ adult children, which helps to

. defray elderly parents’ costs of

¢ living, is falling rapidly.

Policy developments in the last

: fewyears show that policymakers
¢ are keenly aware of these issues. A
. new Silver Support Scheme was

¢ recentlyintroduced toprovide up
i t0$100 a month to elderly persons
¢ with lowlifetime CPF

: contributions. There has been

: periodic tinkering around the

i edgesofthe CPF. Thereach of

: publicassistance under the

: ComCare programme has widened
: considerably. Under the terms of

: short- to medium-term assistance,

: elderly applicants are required to

: continue looking for work - thereis
¢ noquestion of choice here.

Even whentheyarein the

: workforce, elderly workers cannot
: take economic security for granted
: asthey tend to earn muchless than
: younger workers.

Lastyear, the median monthly

: workincome of persons aged 60

: and above was $2,000, compared

: with $3,500 among the general

: population. About 13,500 of these

: older workers earned less than

* $500 per month. Measures such as
: the Workfare Income Supplement
: (WIS) Scheme and the Progressive
: Wage Model provide critical

: Demographic trends

! indicate that, infuture,

: older people will have

: fewer working-age

: childrentorelyon for

: financial support. Thisis

: worrying as adult children
: havetraditionallybeen the :
: mostimportant source of
: incomeinold age.
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starting points for addressing this
: problem.

Lower work incomesreflect the

¢ work conditions that elderly people
: experience. Figures from the

: Ministry of Manpower show that

: older workersare three timesas

¢ likelyas the average worker to hold
: low-payingservice jobssuchas

: cleaning, and twice aslikely to

: workpart-time and on term

: contracts.

Work for many older people is

: moreinsecure and less rewarding
: than for younger people.

Infact, as work continues to

: become more flexible and less

: secureacross the economy, even
¢ younger workers will be affected,
: especially those who are less

: educated. Part-time and contract
: work hadrisen in the past when

i economic conditions tightened.

Inthe end, itisa mixed picture.
Some elderly people regard work

: asasource of social connectedness
: andpersonal fulfilment.

For many others, basic financial

: security isuncertain and staying
: employed islikely to be
: non-negotiable.

Much remains to be done so that

: moreelderly people can makea
: meaningful choice about work.

: stopinion@sph.com.sg

® Thewriter is assistant professor at
: LeeKuanYew School of Public Policy,
: National University of Singapore.

A shopkeeper
selling ribbons,
laces and
buttons at a
shop in Old
Woodlands Town
Centre. Some
elderly people
work for social
connectedness
and fulfilment,
but many others
say they have to
work because
they need the
income.
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