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On 11 June 2021, Singapore University of Social Sciences
(SUSS) collaborated with National Library Board (NLB) of
Singapore to organize a virtual international symposium,
the EnvisAGE2021: Envisioning Meaningful Ageing Together,
that attracted more than 1,000 global audiences to the full
day event. The team brought together thought leaders,
Gerontology practitioners and grandfluencers from the United
States, Europe, China, Malaysia and Singapore to explore the
vision of ageing that is enabling, empowering, fulfilling and
meaningful. The symposium covers diverse topics in ageing
from government policies to Gerontology as a live long career,
senior living arrangements around the globe, reminiscence
therapy, virtual reality tours, senior entrepreneurship, and
active ageing in Singapore. This was also the opportune time
to celebrate the 10th year anniversary of SUSS Gerontology
program, which has trained more than 300 professionals in
the field who are now contributing to senior causes through
their works in the ministries, senior and community care
centers, healthcare institutions, schools, media companies,
technology firms, financial institutions, law firms and
businesses in the silver industry.
The opening ceremony
The ceremony began with speeches by Prof. Cheong Hee Kiat,
President of Singapore University of Social Sciences (SUSS),
Mr. Ng Cher Pong, CEO, National Library Board (NLB) and Ms
Khor Hwai Lin, the Chairperson of SUSS Gerontology Students
and Alumni Committee. Prof Cheong shared four key reasons
SUSS launched the Gerontology program back in 2011: firstly
to address the ageing population challenges whereby 1 in 4
Singaporeans will be above the age of 65 by 2030, secondly
to share the positive vibes about ageing that enable people
to age well and enjoy their years, thirdly there were little
attentions paid to address ageing topics back then that SUSS
recognized the need to fill the gap and lastly SUSS lifelong
learning mission to offer courses that cover the lifespan of a
person from early childhood to senior topics. Mr Ng shared
NLB mission to support seniors learning and reading journey
through its physical and online library resources. NLB took
special effort to bring digital literacy to the seniors through its
collaborations with Infocomm Media Development Authority
(IMDA) by setting up SG Digital Offices in all public libraries so
that Digital Ambassadors can provide 1-1 guidance to seniors
and address their digital queries. These skills enabled seniors
to have more confidence to handle digital tools, to learn
digitally, to fulfill their entertainment needs with online media,
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to seek employment opportunities and to communicate
with their loved ones through digital platforms. The program
assisted more than 31,000 seniors and NLB aspires to reach
out to more seniors. Ms Khor shared her journey as a SUSS
student and alumni, as well as how Gerontology study has
enabled her to be a better engineer that designs technology
solutions that are age-friendly, protect and help the seniors
heal, ease their care givers, and bridge the digital generation
gap. She shared the achievements of SUSS Gerontology
alumni in various fields and how they have transformed the
lives of the seniors and their families. She paid a special tribute
to Professor Kalyani Mehta, the founder of SUSS Gerontology
program, whose dedication to help the seniors and their
caregivers ignited the passion of her students to do the same.
First Session: The future of aged care
Associate Professor Carol Ma, Head of the Gerontology
Program in SUSS, moderated the first panel discussion with
esteemed speakers from Europe, China and Singapore. Dr
Freek Lapré, the Chairman of European Centre for Research
and Education in Ageing Services (ECREAS) shared the
importance to shift the paradigm from quality of care, which
is process focus, to quality of life, which is outcome driven;
from care to prevention, from institutional to home, which
home can also be retirement communities; from professional
services to involvement of family members in care, from
medical focus to social and service approach. He also
emphasized technology as the complimentary force in care
and support for the staff. Professor Du Peng, Vice President
of Renmin University of China, shared that China is grappled
with ageing challenges with 13.5% of its population (190
million people) aged 65 and above in 2020 and this number
will double by 2050. More seniors are in urban than rural areas
(54:46); with majority of urban seniors living under home care
and community care. In the rural area, Chinese tech giants
set up innovative mutual aid services for the aged, whereby
the young will assist the old by pooling fund to address their
medical bills by paying nominal sum to the pool each month.
The young can also use the fund for themselves if they suffer
critical illnesses later on. There is also a strong push from the
government to have “internet + aged care” and “big data +
aged care” for future services. He shared a mobile application
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SUSS-NLB EnvisAGE2021:
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--- continued
“饿了吗“ (Are You Hungry?) that uses big data to track elderly
that requires food aids and delivers regular meals to their
homes instead of having them to travel to nearby community
centers. Mr Tan Kwang Cheak, CEO of Agency for Integrated
Care (AIC), shared the new “ABCD” support for the seniors that
involved Active ageing, Befriending, Care and support services,
as well as Digital adoption. AIC is working with the Ministry of
Health (MOH) to establish 220 Active Aging Centers and Care
Hubs in the community by 2024. These are drop-in social
recreational centers for seniors to engage in active ageing
programs, socialize with other seniors and volunteers, get
referral to care services offer by 150 partners, get information
on government support schemes, day care and community
rehabilitation services. The aim is to build local communities
of care in every precinct. Finally, Mr George Thia, the alumnus
of SUSS Gerontology program shared his dream project to set
up a retirement village next to a university that the young and
old can stay within the same campus and engage in social
activities together.

the future talent demand. Finally, the panel advised career
switchers to explore volunteer opportunities to assess one’s
interest in the sector and leverage the internship opportunities
with SUSS Gerontology program, transform in-situ to make
current workplace more age-friendly without changing one’s
job, mainstream Gerontology for customer service roles so
that they are more positive about ageing and pick up signs of
dementia among their clients to avoid fraud cases and embed
Gerontology skills in all roles across the care spectrum as well
as in one’s personal life.
Third session: Senior living options around the globe
As the world sees a rise in population ageing, the public
and private sectors are also preparing conducive and
independent living environments for their ageing population.
The moderator, Ms Veronica Lee, SUSS Gerontology alumni,
gathered three esteemed speakers from Singapore, the United
States and Malaysia to share the senior living concepts that
have worked in their communities and took the audience on
visual tours around the senior living facilities in Singapore,
China, the US and Malaysia. Ms Ang Yun Ting, Senior Manager
of Ageing Planning Office in Ministry of Health (MOH) shared
about Singapore’s first assisted living pilot in public housing
that is designed to support Singaporeans age independently
within the community. The pilot was jointly developed by
Ministry of National Development (MND), Ministry of Health
(MOH) and Housing & Development Board (HDB) with
design concepts gathered from focus groups that consisted
of seniors themselves, caregivers, community partners and
healthcare professionals. These Community Care Apartments
offer affordable housing options (flat priced between $40,000
to $65,000 depending on lease tenure) to the seniors with
care services that can be scaled according to care needs.
There will also be services and programmes to enable
meaningful participation and social interactions amongst
the residents. Mr Jim Biggs, Co-founder and CEO of West
Bay Senior Living and Adjunct Lecturer at the Davis School
of Gerontology at the University of Southern California, has
built more than 16 senior housing projects in China and
more than 4 mega projects in the US throughout his 30
years of experience in the silver industry. In general, different
governments allocate different forms of financial resources,
such as government subsidy, long term care insurance and
public health programs, as the foundation then private sector
comes out with different care models on top of that to offer to
end users. Government regulations also determine the quality
of care one gets from various types of institutions. Assisted
living is a loosely used word in China and hence the quality
differs a lot. Therefore, government role in senior living option
is particularly important. In the US, builders will first look for
the areas that have sufficient pool of seniors with the target
social economic status before building a senior project, while
in China the builder will look for a location far from the city
that they can build mega project on then try to convince
the older people to move there. In this case, China projects
tend to be more difficult to fill. In terms of architecture, China
projects tend to be more elaborate than the US. Ultimately
the three most important ingredients that people look for in
senior living facilities are respect, healthcare and food. The
least important is the architecture and furnishing. In addition,
senior living options with Memory Care always have better
take up rate globally. Ms Ooi Chai Yin, Founder of Malaysia

Second Session: The value of specialization in Gerontology
for holistic care amongst an ageing population
Professor Kalyani Mehta, Founder of Gerontology Program
in SUSS, moderated the second panel that discussed the
importance of Gerontology as a discipline for the positive
well-being of Singapore’s ageing population. Prof Kalyani
started the session with descriptions of the Gerontology study
and the contributions of Gerontologist to the betterment
of seniors’ wellbeing. Ms Peh Kim Choo, Senior Advisor of
Tsao Foundation shared their groundbreaking project, the
Community of Successful Aging (ComSA), that supports
ageing in place with biopsychosocial focus. Its vision is to
build a community that takes collective ownership of positive
ageing over the life course, thereby maximizing individual
and community ability to reap the dividends of longevity.
It is a seamless system that pulls together the health and
social care systems with multiple social services; putting
in place the right infrastructure, community development
capabilities, family-oriented services and working closely
with the general practitioners to deliver better primary care.
Mr Tan Tai Kiat, COO of SingHealth Community Hospitals and
SUSS Gerontology alumni shared the collaboration between
SUSS with Singhealth Community Hospital that opened
the opportunities for students to apply the knowledge they
acquired in class to the field. He also shared how the study has
made him a better caregiver, a better son and son-in-law as
he now understands seniors better. Ms Chelvin Loh, Director
of Jobs-Skills Insights Division from SkillsFuture Singapore
pointed the strong growth in care economy following the
COVID-19 episode that covers healthcare, wellness, behavioral
care, social care, childcare, and aged care. According to World
Economy Forum, care economy will account for 40% of global
job opportunities in 2022, more than data and engineering
jobs combined. Hence, the most in-demand skills are health
and social service policy, program implementation, budget
planning, collaboration, consultation, and counselling. Within
the care professionals, the fastest growing skills, besides
patient care, are operations, data analytics, hospitality and
customer satisfaction, food nutrition and sports that point to
the stronger emphasis of wellbeing. Skills Future partnered
with training providers to offer subsidized programs to train
mid-career switchers to join the care economy to meet
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Keepers Nursing & Caregiving shared the Malaysia retirement
village concept, which is as resort style living by the golf
course with 77 independent units and 49 assisted living units
that allow people to age gracefully. Every unit is equipped
with a smartpeep.ai solution that uses radar sensors to
detect behaviours of the residents and raises alert if anything
abnormal detected, such as fall or long duration of inactivity.
The units are on lease and residents can subscribe to care
services based on their care needs. The resort addresses
the psychosocial needs by having community hall, clinic,
wellness spa, hair and nail salons, karaoke, games room and a
physiotherapy centre.

care giver onboarding, awareness or empathy practice,
isolation management or even simple motivation to move
with immersive video experiences.
Sixth session: Motivation for entrepreneurship and active
ageing
The last session of the day was to boost seniors’ confidence
to continue pursue their dreams, venture into the unknown
territories, empower themselves with new skills and new
knowledge regardless of the life stage they are in, active
ageing as a way of life and finally to be the best version
of themselves. The moderator, Ms Shee Lai Kuen, SUSS
Gerontology student, kicked off the session by defining active
ageing, which is a holistic approach to optimise one’s physical,
mental, and social health, be actively engaged in society and
have the financial security to lead a good quality of life. It is
also about optimism, positivity, aspirations and curiosity. Ms
Juliana Johan, Possibility and High Performance Therapeutic
Coach of The Affirmative People, asked the audience to reflect
the moments that they had inspired someone or inspired by
someone else and asked themselves what were the reasons
that they were inspired. Was it a dream that did not materialize
but someone else did? What were the self-talks that stopped
one from pursuing his/her dream? These reflective questions
got everyone to search for the “me” that was hidden but not
lost. This led to inspiring sharing by grandfluencers Mr Richard
Koh and Mdm Ong Bee Yan, founders of 1degreeC, who took
the leap of faith, after retrenchment at his 50s, to venture into
entrepreneurship. Both grandfluencers shared their challenges,
the motivations they gave one another, the positive attitude
to overcome adversities and the joy to work with younger
business partner to tap technology to launch their business.
Mdm Ong also embarked on pet projects such as upcycling
and part time modelling to keep herself active and purposeful.
Mr Sng Hock Lin, Chief ActiveSG of Sport Singapore and SUSS
Gerontology alumni, took over the stage by sharing a video on
ActiveSG MastersClub, which is a community sports program
for seniors of all physical and mental status. He envisioned
active ageing as a force for good, whereby seniors can grow
old with confidence and with this positive energy, lead other
seniors to become stronger and more fulfilling in life together.
His presentation was followed by lively conversations with
Team Strong Silvers, which is a group of seniors aged above
60, that aims to inspire more seniors to thrive with fitness.
They are known for their calisthenics workouts, whereby they
use their own body weight as resistance by doing pull-ups,
push-ups, dips, and squats. As they flexed their arm muscles
to the audience, many younger audiences cannot wait to get
off their chairs to start exercising immediately. They are the
role models to break the ageism of stereotyping older people
as frail and sick. The session ended with group cool down
exercise led by ActiveSG after a long day of webinar.

Fourth session: Reminiscence in dementia care
For people with dementia, their personal identity can seem
to slip away as their cognitive abilities decline. But when they
reminisce and share stories from their younger days, they
are able to reflect upon important events in their lives. This
act of recollection and reflection allows them to remember
who they used to be to help them define their identity in
the current moment. Using reminiscence triggers, such as
photographs, documents, and oral history interviews, help
dementia patients develop positive feelings and cope better
with the stress and frustrations that they encounter each day.
This session was moderated by Ms Ann Seng, SUSS
Gerontology alumni, and facilitated by Ms Patricia Lee, Senior
Oral History Specialist of Oral History Centre in National
Archives of Singapore (NAS) and Mr Gary Teo, a volunteer
at Alzheimer’s Disease Association (ADA). The session was
attended by more than 200 participants, who shared vivid
recollections of items in their younger days, enjoyed probing
Gary’s 1960s Singapore identify card that only has 1 digit for
its postal code, and ended with lively group singing of Que
Sera Sera (Whatever will be, will be). The audience shared
their excitement to practice the same experience with their
loved ones to help them recall their golden years and connect
to their souls.
Fifth session: Virtual reality (VR) tourism for seniors
Though COVID-19 has disrupted international travel plans,
the love to travel never dies. Hailed as an alternative form of
travel, countries such as Germany, Ireland, and the Maldives
have turned to VR to keep prospective visitors interested. The
session was moderated by Ms Dean Ng, SUSS Gerontology
alumni, and moderated by Mr Jonathan Foo, CEO of VUE
Networks, who has 27 years of experience in filmmaking,
television production, channel operations, content
distribution and digital devices. Jonathan first introduced the
basic concept of VR technology to the audience and guided
the audience to use their own mobile phones as interface
to view the VR contents. He brought the audience to travel
around the world through immersive VR video experiences,
from walking into the waterfall in Australia to cliff hanging
experience in Spain, hiking through the Tasmania rainforest,
riding on Chennai dusty roads and charmed by beautiful
Sakura at Tokyo gardens. He also showed VR projects that
he engaged with community partners, such as karaoke at
memory café and Qigong exercises that have reminiscence
and rehabilitative benefits. Besides virtual tours, there are
many use cases of VR for seniors and their caregivers, such as
virtual exercise, reminiscence therapy, dementia simulation,

Appreciation
The success of the symposium is the result of strong teamwork
among the students, alumni and faculty members of SUSS
Gerontology program and great partnerships with NLB for the
last two years. Special thanks to Social Resilience Enhance
Fund for supporting post video recording of the symposium,
which will be shared online to inspire more people to embark
on the Gerontology journey.
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Envisioning Meaningful Ageing Together
Tan Tai Kiat
The Value of Specialisation in Gerontology
Thank you for this opportunity to share my perspectives
on the value of specialisation in gerontology.

Last year, I penned the commentary on how to help
seniors to be more digitally connected. That sustainable
digital caregiving support is important for seniors to go
digital especially during this COVID period. Caregivers
who know their seniors well can cater to their biopsychosocial learning needs, instead of a one-size-fits-all
approach.

In my short presentation, I will share how I have benefited
studying and practising gerontology.
As a healthcare practitioner, a community volunteer, a
SUSS student, and importantly a caregiver,
I can appreciate
gerontology.

the

multi-disciplinary

nature

My Life Course in Gerontology
I am really grateful for my life course to experience the art
and science of gerontology.

of

These logos mosaic shows the colours of my life story.
Art & Science of Gerontology
Is Gerontology an art or a science?

Where I study, where I work, and even what I do during
my free time.

In my opinion, it is both.
I still fondly remember, during my primary school
days, the regular visits to Geylang Serai Market with my
grandmother to buy her favourite snacks.

Some will say there is an art to age gracefully, and we also
learn about the science of ageing.
Gerontology looks at ageing holistically.

And my learning journey continues on ageing and
demography. Be it from economics, public policy and of
course, from my PhD gerontology programme at SUSS.

From cultural and environmental context, to biological,
psychological, social, and even spiritual aspects. This is
what makes gerontology an interesting subject to study
and practise.

From my public transport experience on how to make
our transport system more age-friendly, to implementing
digitalisation initiatives for senior workforce, and caring
for seniors and their caregivers at SingHealth Community
Hospitals.
My life course, together with my community experience
interacting with senior volunteers, taught me that
gerontology is both an art and a science.
Life Course, Life Span & Caregiving
Understanding the art and science of gerontology is useful
in caregiving.
I am a caregiver to my parents and parents-in-law for
almost 20 years. This photo was taken during our family
holiday in China five years ago.

The photo above highlights the interactions between
study and practice. This 2019 Straits Times article
showcases the collaboration between SUSS Gerontology
and SingHealth Community Hospitals, for SUSS students
to better understand the
needs of seniors and their
caregivers in a healthcare
setting.
The photo on the left
shows Professor Carol Ma,
who is the Head of SUSS
Gerontology programme
sharing about Geragogy,
or the theory and practice
of learning for seniors.

My dad on the left, 80 this year, is a cancer survivor. My
mum in blue jacket does not use a smart phone. Whereas
my mother-in-law, also a cancer survivor, always engages
me on how to use her smartphone apps including
4
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Reflections
Indeed, a gerontological understanding of ageing matters,
and it is important to embrace a multi-disciplinary view of
ageing.

TraceTogether! I did Taiji training with my father-in-law.
Through these interactions and a deeper understanding
of them as a person, my care and giving roles have been a
meaningful and enriching one.

Starting from a person-centred perspective, having a
biopsychosocial and spiritual appreciation of what matters
to our seniors.

It is mutual and symbiotic care and giving.
From a practice and even study perspective, I am still
fascinated by the biological, psychological, social and
even spiritual aspects of caregiving.

This appreciation is useful for care and giving. How we
show care and give.

My Caregiving Experience in Multi-Disciplinary
Gerontology
Please pardon my simplistic visualisations of biological,
psychological, social and spiritual aspects.

I view care and giving as a mutual and symbiotic process
and it brings meaning to ageing and caregiving.
The caregivers can receive care from our seniors, just like
my mum and mother-in-law who give me nice dinners.

These perhaps capture how I perceive these aspects for
my mum and dad, and the implications to caregiving.

Caregiving can be a virtuous circle, such that our seniors
can still enjoy autonomy, competence and relatedness in
their self-determined way. Autonomy, as in going to the
market every morning to buy vegetables; competence in
cooking tasty dishes, and relatedness in relationship when
they cook for their son and son-in-law!

My mum is a church-goer and my observations are that
her spiritual needs precede biopsychosocial. Unlike her,
my dad is contented in the middle of biopsychosocial plus
spiritual intersection, that is, after going to church with my
mum and have his coffee and chit chat with their kakis at
their favourite Toa Payoh coffeeshop!

That’s the value of specialising in gerontology.

Knowing what matters to my parents is crucial for
caregiving, so that I can engage them meaningfully.

To understand and appreciate the different strokes for
different folks, from a multi-disciplinary view;

My dad definitely knows my mum well enough to bring
the church to her through his smartphone, when she is at
home during this COVID period. I taught my dad how to
use his smartphone and their coffee kaki sent the church
weblink to him. I could see and feel the smiles in my mum
and dad.

And for a caregiver like me, this value is invaluable.
Thank you
Once again, thank you NLB and SUSS for this opportunity
to share my perspectives.
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Bridging the service gaps for the elderly
Ho Seok Kee
There will be 900,000 residents aged 65 or older in
Singapore by 2030. This figure was projected before the onset of
the COVID-19 pandemic. However, based on current mortality
rate, there should be minimal impact on the final numbers. In
fact, more services will be seen catering to the diverse needs
of the growing senior market. Besides healthcare and eldercare
services, other leisure needs of the elderly will grow significantly
at the same time as life expectancy is also increasing due to
medical advancements.

learning experience more enjoyable rather than adding
undue stress. Reassurance is key to improve confidence in
the elderly so that they feel free to express their ideas during
the art lessons.
Gerontology programmes to plug the gaps
The master’s in applied gerontology at the Nanyang
Technological University has equipped me with the skills to
design an arts-related wellness programme that cater to the
mental and physical wellbeing of the elderly. I have incorporated
the Jackie Pool Activity Level (PAL) in the projected learning
outcomes for different activities in the programme. Based on
the World Health Organisation- Five Wellbeing Index (WHO-5)
measurement tool to measure current mental wellbeing, the
programme was well received with positive outcomes recorded.

Visual art activities are popularly available at many senior
activity centres (SAC). These activities are usually facilitated
by trainers who are trained art professionals. The trainers will
normally improvise the activities to cater to the needs of the
seniors, based on their specific art skills. However, due to lack of
knowledge in gerontology, the art programmes designed may
not be specifically suitable to the capability of the elderly.

Although the Jackie PAL instrument was originally developed
for Occupational Profiling in Dementia Care, the different levels
of learning can be integrated in various activities. Broadly, the
PAL instrument enables the trainers to engage the learners in
meaningful activities that are manageable according to their
capabilities and adaptability. The activities bring out the best
in each learner in an enabling environment. The learners’
impairments and abilities are understood, and hence the
activities must have personal significance. Some limitations of
the PAL instrument noted are the level of cultural sensitivity,
the recommended levels (only four levels in total which have
to be adjusted according to learning ability), the statements
recommended by the author are subjected to interpretation and
may not be relevant to all learners or learning environment.

As the population is fast ageing, we will likely see more elderly
attending the various activities at SAC. My recent research
on visual art activities and information gathered from casual
conversations with the seniors at various activity centres shed
some light on common art activities as follows:
Service Gaps
The biological and physiological changes in the elderly limit their
visual, cognition, memory, and hand-eye coordination. Such
limitations affect their enjoyment and smooth participation in
the art activities. Information shared by some elderly is that their
needs may not be of paramount importance to the trainers as
compared to the objective of completing the programme within
the stipulated time frame. There are many difficulties faced by
the elderly, including, but not limited to the following:
1.

Trainers speak too fast for them to follow, and they are afraid
to ask further. Trainers end up “helping” them to complete
the artwork.

2.

Colouring areas in printouts are too small for them to find
and match numbers to colour correctly.

3.

Lack of materials to continue practicing at home.

4.

Those who are illiterate found themselves lack imagination
when asked to paint what they could visualise about a
garden, happy event, etc.

Problems raised above could be
undermentioned recommendations:

resolved

with

Conclusion
Various professional gerontology programmes are available
at formal education institutions for the past decade, although
the emphasis tend to be more healthcare specific. However, in
recent years, the programmes are attracting more learners from
diversified industries. Gerontologists are trained in specialised
areas like physiology, public health and policies, biology, and
social sciences. Although there may be training gaps to industryspecific but generally the technical knowledge gained will suffice
to apply to various industries outside the healthcare sectors.
A formal education in gerontology may not be the answer to
coaches, trainers, and other service providers working with the
elderly in terms of costs, commitment, and relevancy to jobs.
Nevertheless, workshops designed for industry-specific to
highlight the key aspects of ageing affecting how the elderly
respond and function in their daily lives, and how the service
providers could provide the relevant assistance, may render some
relief to drawbacks faced by the service providers due to lack of
specialised know-how. Workshops require less commitment and
are often seen as more efficient and effective as the programmes
are industry oriented. Progressively, it would be encouraging to
see more professional gerontologists designing workshops in
their specific industries to help bridge the service gaps for the
elderly population.

the

1.

Trainers could try to give short instructions instead of
lengthy sentences. Repeat the instructions throughout the
demonstration. Reassure the participants that it is alright to
ask for clarification at any time. Put on the “smiling eyes”,
now that part of the face is covered with the surgical mask.

2.

Stiff finger joints limit flexibility in handling colouring tools,
and failing eyesight caused poor focus and concentration.
These are common impairments found in elderly and, thus
enlarging the colouring areas is recommended.

3.

Although some trainers do provide art materials and tools
for the seniors to complete some activities at home but
sometimes, they are incomplete. Imagine someone who
has absolutely no basic stationery at home has proven to be
effective to know what to provide for the seniors.

4.

Encouragement and providing visual aids would make the

About the Author:
Ho Seok Kee is a local artist and winner
of the UOB Painting of the Year Silver
Award in 2018. She is currently pursuing
a MSc in Applied Gerontology at the
Nanyang Technological University.
She is also working on improvements
to her wellness programme, which she
hopes to enhance the physical and
mental wellbeing of more elderly.
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Social Therapeutic Horticulture For
Center-based Older Adults amid Covid-19 Circuit Breaker
Victoria Leung & Brenda Tan
As part of my search for solutions to treat the clientele
of lonely demented “Perennials” (Wee, 2008). I ventured
beyond the comfort zone of work-life to volunteer at a
rooftop garden in a local hospital since May 2019. And
subsequently enrolled into Nanyang Technological
University (NTU) M.Sc in Applied Gerontology programme
and became one of the “night owls” studying there.

al., 2011) to cheer and encourage each other. Next, oldies
songs were played for a sing-a-long session, followed
by short storytelling about the herb of the day. Also, the
programme volunteers will teach rhythmic hand exercises
(Hyde et al., 2009), and participants will get to pot a
sapling or seed. Finally, the session will end with another
oldie song sing-a-long. This programme was scheduled
bi-weekly and lasted for an hour, and was done to comply
with Hannah SAC’s pre-and-post sanitisations.

In November 2019, together with five other Gerontology
students, we founded the “My Herby” team and participated
in the “Living in Place” competition hosted by HDB-SUTDNparks. This competition inspired the team to dream big
hence during the circuit breaker period, a proposal to
build up a “Forget-Me-Not” therapeutic garden for centrebased older adults at risk of social isolation. Thanks to
the practicum opportunity offered by the Presbyterian
Community Services (PCS) to the NTU gerontology
students. Today, “My Herby” team pride ourselves in
adding Hannah Senior Activity Center (SAC) to the notable
list of appreciations and pivotal contributors for students
to gain positive work experience in community care. This
collaboration which started in 2021 also involves NTU and
the Toh Yi Community Garden.

According to local well-being Gurus, “Singing is good for
mental health” (Dr Kua E.H. et al., 2013). Furthermore, “ManNature harmonisation will achieve an optimal level of
balance with a strong capability to withstand pathogenic
attacks” (Dr. Goh Chye Tee, 2020).
The feedback I received about the programme was
concerning the number of activities packed into the
hour-long engagement. The volunteers who helped out
with the programme suggested scheduling more time
on the herb of the day storytelling as the seniors were
most engaged during this part of the programme. For
example, the most famous herb was Basil; the seniors had
a long discussion regarding the different ways of cooking
with it. Some seniors also discussed the usage of herbs
as aroma and traditional medicine. There was an instant
mood stimulation when the flowers and leaves of the
edible herb were circulated among seniors to enhance
the five senses of aromatic effect. They also had a hearty
chat with the volunteer teacher, a silver hair 80 years old
USA certified horticulturist. It’s always good to improve on
multi-sensory engagement by giving more opportunities
to reconnect the taste of 5 flavours in food varieties: sour,
bitter, sweet, salty, and umami; smell-and-tell; touchand-distinguish. All these are hearing and visionary
stimulations. Hands-on propagation like cutting, seeding,
and watering are fine motor skills muscle exercises that
could cultivate peer friendship in “many helping hands”
ethos on crushing seeds and cutting leaves (Simson and
Straus, 1998).

During my practicum visit to Hannah SAC in March this
year, Center manager recognized that the withdrawals
behaviours among seniors who are home alone during
the pandemic could be problematic. As it could intensify
social disconnections on the seniors’ mental well-being.
Armitage & Nellums (2020); Evgenia & Marie-Noelle
(2021); Goh Yan Han (2020); Janice Tai (2020); Tze Pin Ng
et al. (2015); Liu & Mattke (2020); Campagne D. M. (2019)
also noted this issue. Thinking about the causes linked to
social isolation helped us to generate the deliverables for
the 3-months practicum. The deliverables are “to build
resilience among members against depressive moods
and social disconnection via a replicable plant-based
program in the SAC.”
The practicum was held during the Covid-19 Phase 3,
where group activities were capped at eight participants.
The seniors involved age ranged from 63 to 79. Enrollment
was based on a “First Come, First Serve” basis. Among the
SAC members involved, 63% stayed with their family while
40% stayed alone. Also 90% were Chinese, and 75% of
them were females.

Another issue was STH is a time-related planting activities
with 2 to 3 weeks germination lead time. Some seniors
raised concerns on “why the babies (seeding) never come
out?” This could also be due to some saplings being eaten
up by the birds since basil, mint, parsley, laksa leaves and
saw-tooth coriander are delicious; therapeutic to smell
and also vivid looking. Edible herbs are effective sensory
engagement tools, not just have their ice-breaking
capacity among the old but advancing government’s
food security goal (Chang, 2019), and veggie-based diet
management of the health promotion board.

The programme structure was adopted from a local
clinical Social Therapeutic Horticulture (STH) program and
replication follows (Nparks 2017 version) design guideline.
Each session consisted of six plant-based activities
conducted in English, Mandarin and multi-dialects.
Participants were placed in a desktop group setting with
all necessary gardening tools provided. Three volunteers
included gardeners of the Toh Yi community and “My
Herby” teammates. Also a horticulturist as teacher and
myself as facilitator and a staff of Hannah. The interactive
programme starts with a session of hands clapping ( Kim et

Quality of Life (QOL) relevance to Hannah STH program
by a pre-and-post 6-items survey adopt the WHOQOL
psychological domain questionnaires of 2015, captured
significant advancements on “concentration” and selfconfidence reflected by subjective “self-appearance and
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self-satisfied” responses. Improvement in physical handbrain exercise and alertness. Social friendship associated
positively with group engagement. Subjective QOL in
mental well-being, mood and emotional enhancements
upheld by observational activity reports.

media exposures are vital for this activity. The secondary
goal is to pioneer a peer mentorships programme for
retirees to volunteer and impart knowledge to motivate
seniors’ meaningful living in the neighbourhood.
STH Program effectiveness might be testified by a
Knowledge-Attitude-Practice (KAP) model (Lee et al.,
2021; Kaliyaperumal K., 2004).

Satisfactions Assessment: 5th May was our last session.
We adapted a Program Satisfaction Survey using the
7-item Likert scale questionnaires to evaluate the
participants’ perceptions toward their self-contribution,
centre resources, program and organization flows, routine
satisfaction on program and centre, and staff’s skills. The
survey results projected a 100% total scores performance.

Reflections: I acknowledge the several limitations with the
above program, for instance, the lack of randomization
in enrollment. The lack of standardized quantitative
measurement tools. There might be social desirability bias
on respondents. Nonetheless, the significant take home
of this practicum is to bridge the research-practice gaps
in sustaining implementation of therapeutic treatment
in a single community center proposed by Nparks’
STH guideline. Hence, we adopted the within-subject
measures of STH multi-effects like psychological, physical,
mood and emotion on the same participants over the 5
sessions of therapeutic engagements. Looking forwards
on expanding STH to multi-centers client population
among subsidiaries of PCS is an upscale challenge for me
to learn and adapt. I suggest to use the RE-AIM framework
from clinical researchers Ng et al., 2021, to assess program
replicability among different SACS. Its protocols are:
Reach, Effectiveness, Adoption, Implementation and
Maintenance.

Reviews on Survey questions measures depressive moods
remained “intact” on baseline and final session. Besides,
just 29% of members found that “life is meaningful” upon
completing the STH program. Scholars critics on ad-hoc
programs are mostly short term tend to have researchand-practice gaps on sustainability (Ng et al., 2021; Thang,
L.L., 2011), which echoed Hannah centre manager’s
concern on the continuum of the STH activities until
baby plants are growing into adults and bare fruits.
That implies increase treatment “dosage” from a basic
3-months to an interim 6-months and 9 months advance
intervals, where building knowledge is at 3-months basic
level, then progress to build attitude at the 6-months
intermediate level, lastly backed by the expertise and
attitude to practical attainment in the 9-months program
assessments. It is a holistic approach “Review” effects on
the sustainability of both participants and organization.
Extending Program Satisfactions Survey to staff, volunteers
and facilitators highlighted mutual advantages in coming
STH engagement.

Balancing the many opportunities of a horticulture
program, is the amount of obligations on resources: staff,
funding, community support, facilities, drivers, volunteers,
space, materials etc., to make it looks effortless and
enjoyable for the participants/seniors. It may be easy
to imagine how similar programs could be adopted to
different populations (hospital in-patients, community
care institutions, home care seniors). Engagement for
the “Perennials” are enormous by a horticulture program
inspired by baby boomers’ “Kampong spirit”. Likewise, the
creation of a garden “place” as defined by Prof Thang Leng
Leng in 2011, not only feel good looking at the space and
plants but also seeing the enjoyments that seniors and
staff patronized regularly the garden to prevent burned
out. Essentially, it is to draw connections surrounding
the garden – it serves so many in various ways – clients,
staff at all levels, local school kids, and community
neighbourhood.

Milestones: We all agreed the most difficult task is program
sustainability amid pandemic uncertainty. Both come with
obligations and opportunities for successful ageing (MOH,
2016), which involves multi levels collaborations to create
collective impact to achieve ageing in place in the macro
level. Concerning the centre-based milestone for Hannah
SAC, the volunteers can be trained by Nparks’ STH upskill
workshop to support the horticulture upscale programme
within the PCS senior activity centers. The corporate
empowerment includes the development of Hort-Wellbeing Bonding Team for shared resources (manpowermaterials-funds) among centers to run the STH program
together with community gardeners in collaborations
with Nparks and HDBs as well as private funders to
sustain community initiatives and be the leader of place
makers. We hereby proposed to transform playground in
front of SACs, for example, one of the PCS subsidiaries,
Esther@Strathmore Green, launch a quarterly gardener
marketplace pavilion where, young and old, caregiver or
families, neighborhood or care corner participations are
welcomed. Recruitment of volunteer gardeners and STH

I hope more retired doctors and physicians would join the
paths of man-nature harmonization green care to cultivate
a meaningful journey of “Perennial” living in place.
Victoria Leung & Brenda Tan
My Herby Team
S190013@e.ntu.edu.sg
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