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Designing a Good Life
in Super-Aged Singapore
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Need help getting out of a chair?
It could be an early sign of frailty

Health experts
discuss ways to help
Singaporeans age
well during

ST roundtable
discussion

: Zhaki Abdullah
i Correspondent

muscle-strengthening
she said, with Chew noting that
i consistency is key.

: Needing additional effort to get up
¢ from a chair or out of a car could be
i an early sign of frailty, even if some-
¢ one is still in their 30s or 40s.

“It is a very important sign that,

i actually, you are losing your mus-
¢ cles and muscle strength,” said Sa-
: muel Chew, senior consultant with
i Changi General Hospital’s (CGH)
i geriatric medicine department.

Tan Tock Seng Hospital (TTSH)

i geriatric medicine senior consult-
¢ ant Lim Jun Pei said in older people,
¢ this could manifest as difficulty in
i carrying out normal daily activities,
i such as climbing stairs or carrying a
i bag of rice, or the need for assis-
: tance to walk across a room.

Frailty is when the body cannot

i get through and recover from ill-
i nesses and injuries on its own. As it
i worsens, frailty can be disabling.
i But it can be reversed, particularly
i if caught early.

Rachel Ngo - director at the

{ Health Promotion Board’s (HPB)
i physical activity and healthy ageing
i division - said that while many
i might view such physical decline as
i an inevitable part of ageing, steps
¢ can be taken to slow or reverse it.

One way to do so is by doing more
exercises,

Frailty is a key concern in Singa-

pore, which attained super-aged
status in 2026 as more than one in
five citizens is aged 65 or older.
Other issues include sarcopenia, or
age-related muscle loss, which af-
fects a third of all Singaporeans
aged 60 or older.

Four experts came together to
talk about how to help Singapo-
reans age well during an In Perspec-
tive roundtable discussion hosted
by The Straits Times on Oct 6.

Joining CGH’s Chew, Lim from
TTSH and Ngo from HPB was Soh
Swee Ping, chief of the active age-
ing division at the Agency for Inte-
grated Care (AIC).

The theme was “Ageing Well: De-
signing a Good Life in Super-Aged
Singapore”. Moderated by ST senior
correspondent Joyce Teo, the hour-
long session was held at SPH
Media’s in-house multimedia faci-
lity Studio+65.

To help the Republic better han-
dle the transition to a super-aged
society, $3.5 billion has been set
aside for initiatives under the Age
Well SG national programme,
which aims to help seniors stay ac-
tive and live more independently.

This includes expanding the net-
work of Active Ageing Centres
(AACs), which keep seniors active
with programmes ranging from
physical exercises to volunteering
opportunities.

Ngo said beyond just cardiovas-
cular activities such as walking, se-
niors should also do muscle-streng-
thening exercises at least twice
weekly, according to the Singapore
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« In Perspective is a research-led content programme by
SPH Media that combines insight-driven storytelling with
expert perspectives on key issues shaping society.

Physical Activity Guidelines devel-
oped by HPB and Sport Singapore.

However, many do not, she noted,
pointing to findings from the latest
National Population Health Survey.

It found that while 83.5% of those
aged between 60 and 74 had suffi-
cient physical activity, only 36.8%
had sufficient muscle-strengthen-
ing activity. “It is about closing this
gap, and the barriers for seniors can
be quite real,” said Ngo.

For example, some may not have
the confidence to perform the exer-
cises correctly or may stop exercis-
ing entirely after experiencing
muscle soreness, she said.

Seniors should be doing the right
type of exercises at the right inten-
sity, and consistently, she added.

Being hospitalised and then hav-
ing to rest after discharge can set

off a vicious circle, said Chew, who
is also an adjunct associate profes-
sor of medicine at the NUS Yong
Loo Lin School of Medicine.

This prolonged period of physical
inactivity can lead to a loss of mus-
cle mass, which can in turnlead to a
decrease in appetite and undernu-
trition, he added, noting that this in
turn leads to further muscle loss
and then frailty. “To prevent and
break this vicious circle, there’s a
need for us to identify individuals at
risk of undernutrition, as well as
with poor muscle health, and to in-
stitute targeted nutritional and
muscle health interventions during
hospital admissions, as well as after
discharge,” he said.

TTSH’s Lim noted that the social
isolation some seniors face can lead
to cognitive decline.

(From far left)
ST senior
correspondent
Joyce Teo, CGH
senior
consultant in
geriatric
medicine
Samuel Chew,
AIC chief of the
active ageing
division Soh
Swee Ping, HPB
director of the
physical activity
and healthy
ageing division
Rachel Ngo and
TTSH senior
consultant in
geriatric
medicine Lim
Jun Pei at the
discussion on
Oct 6. ST PHOTO:
DESMOND WEE

MAKING SOCIAL INTERACTION
EASIER FOR SENIORS

AIC’s Soh pointed to the role that
AACs - currently numbering more
than 260 islandwide - can play in
making social interaction more
convenient.

To make such centres even more
accessible, small adjustments to
neighbourhoods can make them
more age-friendly, such as provid-
ing seats along the pathways to the
AACs where seniors can rest tem-
porarily under shade, as well as rail-
ings for them to hold on to while
walking, she said.

Such senior-friendly infrastruc-
ture is being incorporated as part of
Singapore’s Age Well Neighbour-
hoods, where towns with more se-
niors are being enhanced to help
the elderly age live independently
in their communities.

Soh acknowledged that for those
facing social isolation, encouraging
them to visit such centres may not
be simple. “The first step is to be-
friend them, give them the confi-
dence that they can come out, then
take them to the AACs, where they
have activities that they can enjoy;,”
she said.

She noted that these centres also
provide other services supporting
the health of seniors. These include
hosting community health posts,
where seniors can get basic health
services and chronic disease sup-
port without needing to go to a hos-
pital or polyclinic.

“It’s really not just about the
AACs, but the whole ecosystem,”
said Soh, noting that such an eco-
system can help seniors stay active
and get their healthcare needs met
in the community.

Ultimately, ageing well is not a
matter of luck, said ST’s Teo, wrap-
ping up the discussion.

“It’s about the daily choices we
make starting today. Because, let’s
be honest, nobody wants to reach
75 only to find out their knee is the
boss of their daily schedule.”

azhaki@sph.com.sg

Simple diet changes and exercise can
help seniors maintain muscle strength

Jean Wee

Seniors often consume less protein
than they require, but adding more
protein can be as simple as incor-
porating eggs into regular noodle
dishes or choosing lean meats, fish,
tofu and beans.

During an In Perspective round-
table discussion on ageing well
hosted by The Straits Times on Oct
6, panellists shared practical ad-
vice on how nutrition and exercise
can help seniors maintain muscle
strength and independence. The
discussion was held in partnership
with the Agency for Integrated
Care (AIC).

Rachel Ngo, director of the phys-

ical activity and healthy ageing di-
vision at the Health Promotion
Board, noted that seniors require
about 1.2g of protein per kilogram
of body weight daily.

For a person who weighs 60kg,
this means eating around 72g of
protein daily.

According to HealthHub’s die-
tary guidelines, younger adults
aged 18 to 49 need only about 0.8g
per kilogram - or roughly 48g for
the same 60kg body weight. Older
adults aged 50 and above are ad-
vised to consume extra protein to
slow down age-related muscle loss.

“People have this misconception,
especially seniors, about protein.
As they age, they think they need
less, or that protein in the form of
meat is bad for them,” Ngo said.

“But actually the converse is
true.”

She suggested building about 25g
of protein into each meal, choosing
lean meats over processed options,
and including fish, tofu and beans.

Based on nutritional data from
HealthHub, adding just one egg
contributes 6g to 7g of protein, cov-
ering nearly 10% of a 60kg senior’s
daily target.

Similarly, incorporating a serving
of tofu adds 7g to 20g of protein,
fulfilling up to 27% of the daily 72g
requirement.

To build and protect muscle, nu-
trition needs to go hand in hand
with physical activity, said Samuel
Chew, senior consultant in geria-
tric medicine at Changi General
Hospital.

He highlighted that protein stim-
ulates muscle protein synthesis,
but combining it with resistance
exercise creates an even better
synergy for stronger muscles.

“If we can put it in a way that we
are doing this so that you can live
independently, get up, go out, and
meet your friends - it changes
their whole perspective,” he noted.

For people who are unfamiliar
with the gym, Chew advised start-
ing small with familiar movements
at home, such as doing 20 sit-to-
stand chair squats a day.

Over time, working up to exercis-
es that use at least 40 per cent of
your one-repetition maximum
weight can give you measurable
and lasting improvements, he said.

A one-repetition maximum re-

fers to the heaviest weight a person
can lift just once. For example, if a
senior’s maximum lift is 10kg,
training at the recommended in-
tensity of 40% means exercising
with at least 4kg of weight or resis-
tance.

PHYSICAL LIMITS AND
BRAIN HEALTH CLOSELY LINKED

Lim Jun Pei, senior consultant in
geriatric medicine at Tan Tock
Seng Hospital, noted that families
should watch out for early physical
and cognitive warning signs.

She pointed out that physical
limits and brain health are closely
linked, explaining that “we find pa-
tients who have unsteady gait and
frequent falls actually do have
some cognitive concerns as well”.

She advised challenging them-
selves to use the stairs and keep
moving rather than letting physical
limitations lead to social isolation
and a decline in thinking skills.

Chew stressed the importance of
getting older patients moving as
soon as possible during hospital
stays, saying: “The key principle of

our care in geriatric medicine is to
move our patients as soon as we
can”

Soh Swee Ping, chief of the active
ageing division at AIC, said seniors
can benefit greatly from staying
connected through community fa-
cilities.

“For active ageing centres, they
are built in different parts of Singa-
pore to provide accessibility and
convenience for older persons who
are relatively well,” she said.

“Once you feel stronger, you will
naturally want to do more and im-
prove further.”

Emphasising the importance of
daily habits, Soh noted that “if we
are able to do all these things con-
sistently over time, I think these or-
dinary things will become extraor-
dinary to better our life”.

Whether through simple body-
weight squats at home, eating
enough protein or staying active in
the community, the experts agreed
that maintaining muscle strength
is essential to ageing well and re-
maining independent.

jeanw@sph.com.sg



