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Singaporeans are living longer — but are they
ready for old age? To prepare for growing

old, start young
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: seniorsat post-retirementage,
¢ possibly outliving their financial
i resources;ashrinking old-age

: supportratio; the unknown impact
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Singapore’s life expectancy at birth
hasrisen from 59 to 80 years in
males, and 63 to 85 yearsin females :
from1960 to 2015.1tis conceivable
that we will see life expectancies of
90 years and beyond in the near
future.

While we celebrate this
achievement, we must also address
the issues that arise from our
increasing longevity, at both the
individual and societal levels.
Individuals would wonder how they
canensure that the additional years
remain enjoyable and how they can
live in wellness to the end.

Wellness is “a state of physical,
mental and social well-being, being
able to identify and realise
aspirations, to satisfy needs, and to
change or cope with the
environment” (adapted from the
Ottawa Charter for Health
Promotion 1986).

Stanford University’s Centre on
Longevity identified three key
contributors towell-being: healthy
living, social engagement and
financial security. These are
resources that individuals must
drawupon in order to adapt toand
thrive amid the vicissitudes and
exigencies of life and ageing.

Asociety witha population that
liveslonger can draw relevant
lessons from a greater and accrued
pool of rich life experiences and
deep perspectives. Yet rising life
expectancy,accompanied bya
falling fertility rate and an ageing
population, brings its own set of
challenges: the prospect of more

: onthe quality oflife of seniors;

¢ heavier caregiver burden; the

: inexorable growing healthcare

: expenditure,and the higher

: possibility of inter-generational
: conflict.

: SCHOOLING FORAHEALTHY LIFE

: Conventionally, the first 20 yearsof  :
: most Singaporeans’liveswouldbe  :
: spenton learning the skills and

¢ habits for building wealth and

i possibly health. The time between

i 20and 50 yearsof ageis spent

i pursuingwealth, oftenat the

¢ expense of healthand

: relationships. Beyond 50, most will
i startfocusing on preserving their

: accumulated wealth, and this is also
¢ the time many will start thinking

¢ about their health. The expectation
: istoretireat some pointand reap

¢ the fruits of their labour. However,

i itisoftenatthat time that they find
: themselveswith health issues that

i thwart their ability to enjoy their

i hard-earned wealth.

To prepare for a future of

extended longevity, mindset shifts
¢ atbothindividual and systems
i levelsare necessary.

For society, an all-of-society

¢ approachisrequired to build the

i systems-level structures that will

. supportindividuals in livinglong

¢ and fulfilling lives, while harnessing
: thesocietal benefits of greater

i longevity. Individuals must

¢ capitalise on these systems-level

¢ changes to build the necessary

. personal and family resources to

: livelong and well.

What kind of society support are

: wereferringto? Take schoolsfor  :
¢ example. The schoolis currently the :
: setting where the young would be

i inculcated with the knowledge and
. attitudes (and hopefully acquire

: those habits) to set them on course

: forafulfillingand productive

¢ future. Ingeneral, these

: educational efforts taper offas they
. approach their second decade.Itis

: assumed thatby this time,

¢ whatever necessaryand good

: habitsarewell-anchored, and they

: havereceived andimbued a

. sufficient fund of knowledge to

¢ build on for the rest of their lives.

Unfortunately, the evidence

: shows otherwise. Overweightand

: obesityratesamong those between
¢ 20and 29 yearsofage have tripled

. overthelast15 years. There seems

. tobe amajor transition from

: studentlife to worklife where the

¢ new environment makes it more

. likely for people to abandon the

¢ goodhabitsinculcated inschools.

Efforts to build good habits for

¢ health and wealth should span the
: first 30 years of life. We must look

¢ beyondschool,andinclude

. institutions of higher learning,

¢ national service and the workplace
i askey settings for establishing

. positive habits. Employers must

. playanactive role ininculcating

. healthyand balanced work habits

¢ intheir young, new hires.

The SkillsFuture initiative should :
: notbeseenasmerely lifelong :

e~

: learning of new skills to enhance

¢ personal wealth creation. It is

: equally important tolearn

¢ throughoutlife those good health
: habits that would enhance physical
¢ and mental well-being. Coming

i down with some formof chronic
¢ diseaseinold ageisalmosta

¢ certainty. Thereare specificlife

¢ skills thatare needed to manage

¢ and live with such conditions.

While it is important to develop

: The Harvard Study of
: AdultDevelopment

: found that the single
: mostimportant factor
: forwell-being

: throughoutadultlife
. isthe existence of

: close relationships

: withothersthatare

: associated with

: resilience,

: contentment

: and happiness.

Typically, most people are highly

i productive between the ages of 30

: and 60, as individuals work hardto
: establish careers, raise children,

: care for ageing parents and save for
i their retirement. Thereis often

¢ little time and energy to tend to

i healthand social relationships.

¢ With this “pursue wealth at the

: expense of health” mindset comes

: the costofnot recognising that the
i physical body is beginning to

¢ deteriorate during this period with
i alossofstrength and flexibility, an

¢ expanding waistline, hardening

i arteries,and the increasingrisk ofa
i hostof chronic diseases.

While good habits for health and

: wealth have been established in the
¢ first 30 years, the second 30 years

: should be devoted to maintaining

i andsustainingone’s healthand

: wealth. The positive habits formed
¢ earlierinlife should now be

: directed towards slowing down the
: physical decline, avoiding weight

: gainand early detection (if not the

¢ prevention) ofillnesses.

Atthe same time, steps ought to

¢ betaken to ensure financial
. security through savings, insurance
¢ plansand investments.

WORKPLACE HEALTH

i Theworkplace isakeyfrontin

¢ helping individuals stay healthy
i andplan forafinancially secure
: future.

Employersin the United States

¢ have done so through enrolling

: employeesinvarious innovative

: plans for health and

: post-retirement financial security.
: Employees of John Hancockand

i TheCity of Boston are encouraged
¢ toenrolin The Full Yield

: Programme, which helps them

: attain measurable health

: improvements through making

¢ healthy diet choices that are natural
: andeasy for them.

The Harvard Study of Adult

i Development found that the single

* most important factor for

: well-being throughout adultlife is

: the existence of close relationships

: withothersthatareassociated with
¢ resilience, contentmentand

: happiness. A studyby the

¢ University of North Carolinanoted

: that mid-lifers who reported having
: good relationships were in better

: health.

While most scientific studies

: focusonunderstanding biological

¢ risk factors for diseases, elucidating
: positive mental healthand wellness
: arealsoimportant as they can affect
: futurediseaserisk aswellashelpin
¢ managing and coping with

: age-related chronic diseases.

: Hence, the Saw Swee Hock School

: of Public Health, with the Institute

: of Mental Health, is conducting the
: Singapore Wellness Studyof

: 10,000 Singaporeans to determine

: factors that contribute to

. well-being and positive mental

. health.

Aswe grow old, we would

: experience theloss ofloved ones,
¢ become afflicted with disease and
: disability,and become more

¢ acutely aware of our impending

¢ death.

But we can still live in wellness,

: resilience and fulfilment in our

¢ senescence and even in the midst of
. . loss, painand decrepitude - ifwe

i good personal habits to preventand :
¢ delay the onset of chronic diseases,
i itisequally important to cultivate

¢ skills to manage difficulties and

i adversities in life. Foundational

: skillsin cultivating and maintaining
¢ well-being and resilience must be

¢ builtin the first 30 years oflife.

can drawupon that reserve of

. health (physical, mental, and

: emotional) and wealth (relational
: andfinancial) that we have taken
¢ caretoaccrue over the first 60

: years.

Theselater yearscanbea

: meaningful and fulfilling time in

. life, Thereis an ample depth of

: experience tomentor and coach

: younger generations and find

: renewed meanings in our lives. We
: should redefine society’s ideas and
: expectations of “employment” and
. “retirement”;indeed, the concept

: ofretirementitself may be moving
¢ intoobsolescence.

Wellness in longevity is not

¢ something thatonly becomes

: relevantafteraparticularage. Itis

: developed over alifetime, investing
. inthe things that matter, each

: phase building on the one before.

: Individualsand the whole society

¢ must take the necessary steps

: today, torethinkand toact

¢ differently.
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