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s Singapore’s
emographics change,

So too must mindsets

The Republic’s
population trajectory

callsforarelook atour

ideas about what it
means to be avibrant
soclety, to be
Singaporean, and to
have agood job.

TerenceHo

For The Straits Times

Singapore’s Population In Brief
report, released last month,

revealedarecord4.1percent fallin :

total population. Foreigners
accounted for much of this fall, as
the Covid-19 pandemic exerted a
tollon foreign employment.

The resident population also
dipped for the first time. Travel
curbs kept residentsaway from
Singapore, while fewer
citizenshipsand permanent
residencies were granted.

The dataalso underscored
longer-term trends that preceded
the pandemic, namely declining
fertility and a rapidly ageing

population. These have beenin the :
+ over 600,000in2021to around
© 900,000in 2030. Thismakes

¢ Singaporeamong the fastest

i ageingnations in the world,

: behind only South Korea.

making for decades. But despite all
thathasbeen said about
Singapore’s demographic
transition, its implications may
not have fully sunkin.

Singapore’s population
trajectorynecessitatesa
re-evaluation of deeply ingrained
mindsets - in particular, what it

it means to be Singaporean, and
whatit means to have agoodjob.

AVIBRANT, AGEDSOCIETY

Mentiona “vibrant society”,and
my mind conjures up images of
young people engaged in sports
and cultural activities, rather than
of seniorswhoarein fact
omnipresentin our workplaces
and neighbourhoods. Such
perceptions, especiallyif widely
held, needrevision.

Singapore may be arelatively

relatively youthful population.
Goneare the days whenreports
extolling the efficiency of the
Republic’s healthcare spending
were obliged to highlight the

Singapore’s median citizenage of
42.5isnowabove those of France,
Australia, Chinaand the US.
Singapore aspires towards

economic and social vibrancy, but
thiscanno longer be definedin
terms of youthfulness: we must
become avibrant, aged society.
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Overthepast decade, the

i proportion of citizensaged 65

: andabove hasjumped from10.4

¢ percentin2011to17.6per cent

i thisyear,andisexpectedto climb
¢ tonearly one in four (23.8 per

i cent) by 2030.

The number of senior citizensis
projected to increase fromslightly

The seniors of today, however,

arealso more likely to be actively

Seniors who wish to continue

¢ working should be given fair

i opportunities to do so. Various

i efforts, on top of re-employment
i legislation, are needed:

¢ redesigning jobs to make them

i senior friendly, making available
. options for part-time and flexible
young nation, but it nolongerhasa :
¢ discrimination in the job market.

work,and combating age

Retirees could stayactive by

¢ volunteering, pursuing hobbies
i orspending time with friends
¢ and family.

country’s demographicadvantage. :
¢ inenabling seniors’ participation
i insociety: age-friendly buildings
¢ andpublic transport are criticalfor :
i physicalaccessibility, while digital
¢ literacyis necessary for online

i accessibility. Lifestyle products

¢ andservices catering to the silver

¢ marketare significant enablers.

Infrastructure and skillsare key

The Covid-19 pandemic hasputa

: damper on socialactivities,

: especiallyamongolder people

: whoareatgreater risk of serious
: illness. Once the disease isunder
: control, however, one must hope
: thatour seniors will be fully

: pluggedinto the community,

: where their participation,

: informed by abundant life

: experiences, can enrich

: communallife.

The passion, drive and

¢ innovation of the burgeoning

: : silver generation can make the
: areonaveragebetter educatedand :
i inbetter health than their

¢ counterparts of yesteryear. They
meanstobeavibrant society, what :
¢ engaged inways thatare

i meaningful to them, whether at
¢ theworkplace, athome orinthe
i community. “Productive

¢ longevity”is key to sustained

i economicand societalvibrancy
: evenasthe populationgreys.

difference betweenasociety

: brimming with verve and vitality,
: andone that driftsintoa
: comfortable but listless existence.

To unleash this potential, the

: mental compartments separating
: anagedsociety from avibrant one
: must give way, so that we can

: collectively reimagine Singapore

: asavibrant, aged society.

ADIVERSE CITIZENRY

: Itis often said that one can quite

¢ easilyidentify a Singaporean

: overseas - appearance andaccent
: areamong the telltale signs. This

: willnot be as easy going forward.

¢ Naturalised citizens will forma

: growing share of the Singaporean
: population; absent the Singlish

: inflectionsin their speech, it may
: takeareference tolocal namesor
: places to give away theiridentity.

The reality is that there will be an

: ever-shrinking share oflocal-born
: citizens in Singapore. Efforts to
: attract overseas Singaporeans

back to Singapore can mitigate

¢ this, but only toan extent.
¢ Eveniftherate ofimmigrationis :
: heldsteady, and foreign worker
¢ inflowsare carefully calibrated,
: the share of naturalised citizens,

: permanent residentsand work
: pass holdersin the total
: populationwill continue torise.

Singaporeans must adapt to

: livingand workingamong people
: whodonotappearlocal, evenif

: theyhold pinkidentity cards. The
¢ alternative isfor Singapore’s

: population to bein continual

: decline, which would diminish

: Singapore’s economic dynamism

: and opportunities, and would be

: faroutside the currently envisaged
: population trajectory.

Withanincreasingly diverse

: Singapore tribe, the Singaporean

: identity can nolonger be narrowly
: defined by the common

: experience of growing up here.

Instead, it must be basedona

: shared commitment to make this

¢ island-nationahome and

i contribute toits success. National

¢ identityand heritage will remain

: thethreads that stitch together the
¢ social fabric, but this fabric will

: acquire new blends as immigrant
: culturesare graduallywoven in.

Culture is never staticin any

: global city; itis continually

: reshaped by successive waves of
: immigration. Singapore, unlike
¢ states with anear-monolithic

¢ culture,isalreadyapotpourriof
: ethnicitiesand cultures.

Since 1965, the national policy

: hasbeen to affirm rather than

: efface the country’s constituent
: ethnicidentities. This ought to

: make it easier to assimilate

: newcomers, to add new

¢ condiments to the proverbial

¢ melting pot. Atameasured pace,
: thiswilladjustand enhance

: without overwhelming the base.

The gradualintegrationand

: assimilation of new citizens is
¢ thereforea priority. Among the
: children of naturalised citizens,
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¢ manywill grow up here, make local
: customs their ownand contribute
: intheir ownway to the collective

¢ experience of being Singaporean.

A BROADER RANGE
: OF'GOOD JOBS'

: Agoodjobinthe traditional Asian,
: or Singaporean, paradigm, is

: invariablyawhite-collar one -

: usuallyin one of the established

: professions, amultinational

: corporation or the public service.
: Toofew aspire to be in technical or
¢ domesticservicesroles - evenas

: nurses, plumbers or technicians,
: muchless as cleaners, security

: officersor construction workers.

This poses a supply-demand

: conundrum. More localsare

: neededin essentialrolesthat are
: noteasilyautomated, soasto

: reduce ourreliance on foreign

: manpower. Thisis forreasons of
¢ landand population constraints,
: nationalresilience, as wellas to

¢ facilitate wage growthinthese

: occupations.

Conversely, there may be too

: many Singaporeans hankering

: afteralimitedsupply of

: white-collar jobs. With many

* more pursuing tertiary education
: today compared witha generation
¢ ago, the risk of underemployment
 issignificant.

The solution must be to

: encourage more Singaporeans to

¢ take upjobsin the essential

: domestic sector. This may take

¢ more thanjust raising pay - work

: conditionsand jobimage have to

¢ beupgraded intandem. Firms will
: needto redesignjobs to make

¢ themmore attractive to

: Singaporeans, while increasing the
¢ jobs’skills content and scope.

Forinstance, a security officer’s

: work can be made easier and more
: productive through the use of

: technology, while traditional retail
: jobsmay be expanded toinclude

: online marketing responsibilities.

AsMonetary Authority of

: Singapore managing director Ravi
i Menonrecently suggested, every

: jobought to be professionalised.

: Overtime, thiswillresultina

¢ blurring of the line between

¢ white-collar and blue-collar work.

: Eventhe term “professionals,

: managersand executives” (PMEs),
i aconvenient label for

¢ higher-skilled occupations, may be
¢ lessrelevant going forward.

There isurgencyin this effort.

: Theriskis that the demand-supply
: mismatch may grow in the near

i term, even if market forces

: eventually produce a new

: equilibrium. It may take a

: coordinated effort across industry,
Government, unions and

¢ educators, tochangethe

: perception of what constitutesa

: qualityjobin Singapore.

Singapore’s demographic

: trajectory is well-known, and its

: implications have been evident for
: some time now. Still, prevailing

: mental models about society,

¢ citizenshipand jobs are hard to

i shake off. The more prepared

: citizensare to make the mental

: transition, the more easily

: Singapore asanation can navigate
: the demographic transition.
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