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Age of golden workers: Many seniors working into 80s and 90s
to stay active

Madam Lim Swee Ee, who turns 90 this year (in 2017), has been serving customers at the Khian Guan Goods store, which sells preserved dried goods and herbal
products, at Albert Centre in Bugis for the last 20 years.

Many seniors are working into their 80s and 90s in a bid to stay mentally and physically active
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Mr Henry Lim, 81, hangs out by the swimming pool and tennis courts four to five days a week, but instead of lounging around, he is working.

A facilities assistant at Mandarin Gardens condominium in Siglap, he registers residents who want to use facilities such as the gym, swimming pool and tennis and
squash courts.

“I like my job because it lets me meet people. [ treat my colleagues and the residents like my friends and I like to make friends,” he says.

In the past, he was a transportation and taxi coordinator as well as an operations assistant at a local sports club. The grandfather of three and father of two
daughters started his current job in November. Mr Lim, whose wife, 78, is retired, says: “I work to keep myself busy. I don’t need the money.”
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Like him, many seniors are working beyond retirement age — some into their 80s and 90s. While some need the money to survive, others work to stay mentally
and physically active.

Currently, the retirement age is 62, but employers must offer re-employment to eligible staff who turn 62, up to the age of 65.

From July, the re-employment age will be raised to 67 to provide more opportunities for workers who want to continue working as long as they are healthy.

The workforce in many countries is getting older and Singapore is no exception. According to Ministry of Manpower figures, the number of employed residents
aged 70 and older has risen from about 16,000 in 2006 to about 43,000 last year.

The Sunday Times found six people aged 80 and older who are still working. Among them are Madam Goh Gwek Eng, 93, a McDonald’s employee; Mr Seng Lee
Fong, 90, a part-time bartender at Tanglin Club in Stevens Road; and Madam Chan Woh Hoong, 88, a kitchen assistant with restaurant chain Han’s Cafe, who
joined as a cleaner about 30 years ago.

The seniors who agreed to be interviewed said they did not need the money and chose to work because they wanted to stay active.

Non-governmental organisations, however, highlight that some elderly workers might, in fact, need the income to get by.

Ms Julia Lee, director of the department of social work at Touch Community Services, says: “From our observation, there are many seniors who are still working
because they may need the money to supplement their little savings and to keep up with the rising costs of living.” She adds that many of them work as coffee shop

assistants, hawker centre cleaners and security guards.

Member of Parliament Seah Kian Peng, who chairs the Government Parliamentary Committee for Social and Family Development, tells The Sunday Times:
“There will be elderly who work because they actually need to, but prefer to say they are doing it not for money, but to keep themselves occupied.

“Some give their answers because of pride. Some are indeed not being supported by their children, but prefer... not to approach them for help.
“Some do not want to turn to social service offices or family service centres for help. And certainly, some just shy away and do not want to be interviewed.”

This group, however, is probably not very large , he adds. “Most people who need help are being assisted by various agencies, such as the Government, charities
and religious organisations.”

Figures from the Ministry of Social and Family Development suggest that the number of needy elderly in Singapore is rising.

From financial year 2012 to 2015, the number of elderly households — with main applicants aged 70 and older - receiving short- to medium term assistance from
ComCare rose from 1,627 to 2,464.

ComCare’s short-to-medium term assistance provides financial help for a temporary period to individualswho are unable to find work for some time.
Over the same period, the number of elderly households receiving long-term assistance from Com- Care also rose, from 2,310 to 2,585.

Such assistance - also known as public assistance - helps people who are permanently unable to work and support themselves, as well as have limited family
support.

Casual worker Lim Swee Ee, 90, is fortunate and does not fall into this group. In fact, she refuses to accept a salary. The Singaporean, who has been serving
customers at the Khian Guan Goods trading store at Albert Centre in Bugis for the last 20 years, says: “I'm old, what can I do with money? [ will accept only food
as my ‘salary””

She adds: “I am very happy interacting with customers - finding out what they want and helping them.

“ know I can retire, but [ don’t want to. If | stop working, | think my brain and body will shut down.”

Doctors say that from a medical, standpoint, there is no research to suggest an age at which it is advisable to retire. Whether one should continue working depends
on one’s physical and cognitive functionality, and the type and intensity of one’s work, they say.

Dr Pang Wee Yang, a consultant who specialises in geriatric medicine at Khoo Teck Puat Hospital, says: “There is no reason to believe a person suddenly loses his
ability to function effectively on the stroke of midnight on his or her 67th birthday.”

Associate Professor Reshma A. Merchant, head of National University Hospital’s division of geriatric medicine, notes that of people aged 65 to 69, only 3 per cent
are considered “frail” and 63 per cent are considered “robust and healthy”. This is based on her research on the prevalence of frailty in the western region of
Singapore. Of those aged 75 and older, only 9 per cent are considered “frail”.

“A few of my patients continue to work in hawker centres and have remained relatively healthy in their 80s.”

One of them, in his 90s, even learnt a new language, she adds.

Ms Helen Lim, founder and chief executive of Silver Spring, a job matching site for mature workers, says there are benefits to working beyond 80. “Working helps
them keep dementia and loneliness at bay. More importantly, it gives them a sense of purpose and independence.”

While doctors generally agree that employment contributes to better physical, cognitive and psychological well-being, some qualify that such positive effects are
not exclusive to working.
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Dr Pang says: “Such effects can just as effectively be reaped from non-work activities. It really boils down to what, or where, one finds meaning in life.”

WORKING SINCE HE LEFT SCHOOL AT PRIMARY 2

Since September 2015, Singaporean Koh Kow Yin, 83, has been working at Third Place cafeteria in Tuas. He is a full-time catering assistant there.

http://www.straitstimes.com/lifestyle/age-of-golden-workers 3/4



2017-6-12 Age of golden workers: Many seniors working into 80s and 90s to stay active, Lifestyle News & Top Stories - The Straits Times

.
2!

Being employed helps Mr Koh Kow Yin, 83, stay active and busy. ST PHOTO: JONATHAN CHOO

"All my friends are dead or retired. Many ask me why I am still working. I tell them it just makes me happy.
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