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Study of caregivers here shows many aged over 55, with
atleast one chronic disease, and symptoms of depression

TheresaTan

In Singapore, with its rapidly age-
ing population, many of those car-
ing for elderly family members are
themselves old and frail.

According to a new study, nearly
halfofall caregiversare aged 55and
older. About two in three of these
older caregivers have at least one
chronic disease — like arthritis, dia-
betes or heart problems - and about
one in three described his or her
health as poor or fair.

Some 20.3 per cent of the older
caregivers show clinically signifi-
cant symptoms of depression, com-
pared with 15.8 per cent of care-
giversaged between 21and 54.

One of the study’s authors, Assis-
tant Professor Rahul Malhotra, head
of research at the Centre for Ageing
Research and Education (Care),
said: “Caregivers are not Supermen.
They are also humans, ageing and in
need of care themselves. We should
not neglect the physical and mental
health of these older caregivers.”

He and his colleagues polled 1,190
caregivers of Singaporeans and per-
manent residents aged 75 and older
who have problems with at least

one activity of daily living, such as
walking or going to the toilet by
themselves.

They found that 5 per cent of all
caregivers were 80 years old and
above. The oldest was a 95-year-old
man looking after his 83-year-old
wife.

This is the first large-scale study
of older caregivers here and Care,
based in the Duke-NUS Medical
School, plans to publish its findings
by the end of the year.

Theresearchers found that:

69.4 per centof older caregivers
had atleastone chronic disease,
compared with 36.5 per cent of
caregiversunder the age of 55.
Older caregivers were less likely
toreceive help from another
person, such as amaid, in the past
month to help themattend to
their loved ones’ activities of
daily living, than younger
caregivers.

Older caregivers spentan
average of 45.6 hoursa weekon
caregiving, compared with 35.1
hours for younger caregivers.

Associate Professor Angelique
Chan, Care’s executive director and

another of the study’s authors, said
it would be timely to provide more
support and services for older care-
givers. “We will see more and more
of these ageing caregivers who
have healthissues in an ageing soci-
ety, as families are getting smaller
and more couples are remaining
childless.”

Besides Prof Chan and Prof Mal-
hotra, the other Care researchers
are Dr Bina Gubhaju and Professor
Truls Ostbye.

Mr Kelvin Lee, manager at Touch
Caregiver Support, said more older
caregivers may show signs of de-
pression as they have to cope with
the stressful demands of caregiving
while dealing with their own declin-
ing health.

They also have fewer friends or
loved ones to turn to as some of
their peers would have died,
leaving them even more alone than
others.

Ms Anita Ho, assistant director of
family and caregiver support at
Awwa, pointed out that many of the
older caregivers may not know - or
want - to seek assistance to help
them look after theirloved ones.

Many cannot afford to hire a
maid, while others feel it is their re-
sponsibility to care for their loved
ones by themselves. They end up
struggling in silence when they can-
not cope.

Elderly parents may also not feel

frail, and taking care
of an elderly loved one

comfortable with a stranger look-
ing after them, Ms Ho said.

She added: “The older caregivers
tend not to seek help, so we have to
find ways toreach out to them.”

Miss Sim Shot Wheel, 85, who
looks after her younger sister, is per-
haps typical of her generation. She
is stoic about her situation and does
not feel comfortable asking others
for help.

Her younger sister, Ms Sim Ah
Mooi, 76, a childless widow, suffers
from Alzheimer’s disease, arthritis
and heart problems, and walks with
the help of a walking aid.

The older Miss Sim, who never
married, also suffers from arthritis,
which makes walking painful.

She cooks their meals, does all the
choresin their one-roomrental flat,
watches over her sister and makes
sure she takes her medicine, which
sheislikely to forget.

However, they do take part in ac-
tivities run by the Awwa Senior Ac-
tivity Centre, so there are people in
the community watching out for
them. Awwa staff members also
take them for their medical appoint-
ments,among other things.

Miss Sim said: “I feel a bit stressed
(by the caregiving) as she keeps for-
getting about things. I also worry
about our finances but I try not to
think so much.”
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Helplines

Ifyouneed help with
caregiving matters,
you can contact the
following charities:

AWWA CAREGIVER SERVICE

For caregivers of
disadvantaged people,
such as the elderlyand
people with disabilities.
Contact:1800-2992-992
Website:
WWW.awwa.org.sg/our-
services/family-caregiver-
support/caregiver-service/

TOUCH CAREGIVERS
SUPPORT

For caregivers of elderly
people.

Contact: 6804-6555
Website:
www.touch.org.sg/
caregivers

MINDS CAREGIVERS
SUPPORT SERVICES

* By Movement for the
Intellectually Disabled of
Singapore.

» For caregivers of persons
with disabilities.

Contact: 6547-8503
Website:
www.minds.org.sg

CAREGIVERS ALLIANCE
For caregivers of people
with mentalillness.
Contact: 6460-4400
Website: www.cal.org.sg



