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When your neighbours are
a reminder of your ageing

Could the low demand for community care
apartments be because seniors do not want
to have only other seniors for company?

Cynthia Tan
and Tan Yi Wen

a senior citizen, I (Cynthia)
recently found myself thinking
about what growing old with my
friends might look like.

We would live near one another,
look out for one another, share
meals and laugh about our
creaking knees. For a while, some
of us even joked about pooling
our resources to create our own
retirement enclave. It would not
merely be bearable - it could be a
blast, I thought to myself.

I was sold on the idea. Until one
breakfast changed my mind.

I had travelled overseas for a
routine medical check-up that
included an overnight stay and
breakfast the following morning.
As I entered the dining room, I
realised almost everyone around
me was elderly. Many were in

wheelchairs. Others moved slowly :
i their days dwelling on ageing
i until everyone around them

i reminds them that they are

; growing old. Every walking

: frame, ambulance visit and
found myself eating more quickly :
i one’s own mortality.
looking at strangers. I was looking :
: environment may carry subtle
i emotional and psychological

i consequences.

with assistance.

The breakfast was excellent and
there was nothing unpleasant
about the room. Everyone was
warm and courteous. But I

than usual. I was not simply

at possible future versions of
myself.

For the first time, I asked a
question I had never seriously
considered: Did I really want to
spend the next 15 or 20 years of
my life in an environment where
ageing was the dominant
experience of everyday life?

That question returned when I
read that the Government had
lowered the eligibility age for
community care apartments from
65 to 55 while reducing the
mandatory service package fees.

These apartments, located in
dedicated blocks, offer
senior-friendly features alongside

to services such as health
monitoring, emergency response

a thoughtful response to
Singapore’s rapidly ageing
population and an important
housing option, particularly for
seniors who live alone or have
limited family support.

But application rates for these
flats have declined over the years.
There are undoubtedly many
reasons for this. Affordability,
location and personal
circumstances all play a part.

It made me wonder: Could the
environment itself matter more
than we think - not the physical
environment, but the
psychological one?

: THE PEOPLE AROUND YOU MATTER

: We have become very good at

i designing the physical

i architecture of ageing. And from a
! planning perspective, this model
As someone who now qualifies as :

makes sense.
Concentrating assisted living

¢ services within one block allows
i healthcare, emergency response,
maintenance and social care to be
: delivered more effectively.

But healthy ageing is also

shaped by the environment we
i experience every day.

In a typical HDB

i neighbourhood, daily life unfolds

: alongside toddlers learning to

: walk, teenagers rushing to school,
i parents hurrying to work and

i neighbours returning from the

: market. We meet them in lifts,

: void decks and common spaces.

i Constantly, we are reminded that

i life is renewing itself.

An environment populated

i almost entirely by older adults
: presents a different emotional
: landscape. :
Most older people do not spend :

i Research has consistently shown
: that meaningful interaction

i between younger and older

i generations improves emotional
well-being, reduces loneliness,

i strengthens self-esteem and

: broadens social networks among
¢ older adults.

funeral becomes a reminder of

Prolonged exposure to such an

A national survey by Singapore

i Management University’s Centre
i for Research on Successful

: Ageing found that eight in 10

i older Singaporeans prefer to age
¢ in their existing homes. It is

i tempting to attribute this simply
i to attachment to property. But the |
: preference reflects something

: deeper: attachment to a familiar
: way of life.

Home is rarely just four walls. It

i is the neighbourhood, the

i routines and the relationships
: built around them.
senior-friendly fittings and access
: community, they remain

i connected to people of different
and community support. They are :
: reminded every day that they are
i part of a living society, rather

i than a stage of life defined

¢ primarily by ageing.

When seniors remain in their

ages and life stages. They are

Research from the National

| University of Singapore supports
: this idea through the concept of

: “Ageing in Networks”. Healthy

i ageing is sustained not simply by
i where we live but by the

i relationships, routines and

: familiar places that give everyday
i life meaning.

Neighbours, family members,

friends, familiar shopkeepers and
i everyday interactions form part
: of the social fabric that helps

: older adults remain connected to
: the wider community.

This is something increasingly

i recognised in our housing options
i for seniors.

Kampung Admiralty, for

i example, has attracted

: international recognition for its
i innovative approach to :
i establishing an inclusive space for :
i senior living and holistic :
i well-being. Besides flats for the
¢ elderly, it also features a

i two-storey medical centre, an

¢ Active Ageing Hub co-located

: with a childcare centre, and a

: hawker centre.

This actively fosters

: intergenerational bonding while
i providing essential support :
: systems for seniors and caregivers :
: alike.

Leveraging the success of this

i concept, several integrated Age
i Well Neighbourhoods have also
: been rolled out in Bedok, Toa

i Payoh and Redhill.

Community care apartments

i are just one option in this varied
i landscape of senior housing

i choices. But is there something
: we can do to improve the

: psychological environment for

: those living there?

| LIVING LIFE TOGETHER

Volunteering programmes and

| organised activities can go some
: way towards bringing

¢ companionship and stimulating
i conversation among people of

i different generations. But they
are, by their nature, scheduled,

: time-limited and centred on

i planned activities.

Can we go further?
In the Netherlands, Humanitas

i Retirement Village offers

! university students subsidised

: accommodation in exchange for
: spending time with older

i residents. Similar initiatives have

. Research has

i consistently shown

: that meaningful
 interaction between

: younger and older

: generations improves
: emotional well-being,
‘ reduces loneliness,

. strengthens

i self-esteem and

: broadens social

i networks among

: older adults.
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thenrseniors remain in their community, they remain connected to people of different ages and life stages, say the writers. They are reminded evéfy day that they are

¢ emerged in Australia, the United
: States and Japan.

Students and seniors live side

i by side. They cook, share meals

i and help one another with

: everyday tasks. This is deeper,

¢ sustained engagement that comes
: with living life together.

A 2022 pilot study in
Queensland, Australia, showed

i that students living in care homes
: significantly enhanced older

: residents’ life satisfaction by

¢ fostering strong bonds through

¢ regular intergenerational

i engagement.

There are valuable lessons

¢ Singapore can draw from this.

Another possibility could come

: from our universities.

Students studying nursing,

: psychology, social work,

: occupational therapy, gerontology
i and the social sciences could

i complete supervised practicums

: within assisted-living

: communities as part of their

¢ degree programmes.

Over the course of a term,

i students would spend regular
: time with residents. Not just
: volunteering, but doing life

: together - sharing meals,

: teaching digital skills,
i accompanying residents on walks
i or simply sitting down for
: conversation. Their participation
: would be supervised and
: assessed, much like clinical
¢ placements today.
¢ Instead of one-off encounters,
: the same students could come
: week after week. Genuine
: friendships could emerge and be
¢ sustained long past the end of the
i practicums.
i The benefits would go both
: ways. Students would encounter
: ageing not as an abstract
¢ demographic challenge, but as a
i deeply human experience.
i Many would carry those
: insights into future careers in
¢ healthcare, policymaking, urban
: planning, architecture and
i business.

Nothing can fully replace the
i richness of an intergenerational
: neighbourhood where such
: interactions occur naturally every
¢ day. But sustained relationships
i of this kind can recreate many of
i the same psychological benefits.
:  Singapore has every reason to
i be proud of the progress it has
: made in developing housing
i options for an ageing population.
: Community care apartments are
: an important part of that journey.
:  But humans do not thrive on
¢ efficiency alone. Beyond support
i and safety, what many seniors
i need is an environment that
: reminds them, every day, that
: even as they age, life continues to
i renew itself around them.
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