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Engage more with
seniors amid Covid-19:
Social service agencies
Concern as SOS figures show 154
suicides among seniors last year, a
26% hike from 2019

Marine engineer Maggie Chan - a volunteer with the
Singapore Red Cross befriending and wellness programme,
ElderAid - visits 88-year-old Madam Chen Chin Chee
monthly, bringing her food, hand sanitiser and masks. ST
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Former hawker Yuen Tian Yong, 84, has
been living alone in his rental flat in Jalan
Kukoh, off Chin Swee Road, since his wife
died from respiratory problems 11 years
ago.

His three children - who have all moved
out - visit him monthly, but the Covid-19
pandemic has limited the amount of time
he can spend with them and with his
friends.

Social service agencies and befriending
services told The Straits Times they are
worried about the elderly like Mr Yuen
during the pandemic.

This is especially after suicide prevention
centre Samaritans of Singapore (SOS)
released its 2020 suicide statistics on July
8. It revealed that 154 people aged 60 and
above had killed themselves, a 26 per cent
increase from 2019, and the highest
number since 1991.

SOS chief executive Gasper Tan said in the
release: "During the pandemic period, the
elderly were more likely to face social
isolation and financial worries. Difficulty
in constantly adapting to changes as well
as prolonged feelings of loneliness may be
devastating."

The National Council of Social Service
(NCSS) said it has increased funding to
SOS to expand the capacity of its 24-hour
crisis hotline service.

Mr Tan said the additional support allows
SOS to upgrade its telephony system and
increase manpower. "The increase in
manpower allows us to redesign our job
responsibilities to take up more
counselling sessions to support those who
are highly suicidal."

Mr Yip Hon Weng, MP for Yio Chu Kang
and former group chief of the Agency for
Integrated Care's (AIC) Silver Generation
Office, advised the public to communicate
more with the elderly, so they can identify
warning signs.

He said: "Mood swings, like getting angry
suddenly, irritated or anxious, are possible
signs. A sudden loss of interest in usual
activities may also indicate depression."

Marine engineer Maggie Chan, 36, has
been volunteering with the Singapore Red
Cross (SRC) befriending and wellness
programme, ElderAid, since 2015.

In 2017, she was paired with retiree Chen
Chin Chee, 88, who lived alone in her
three-room flat in Tampines. Although her
children hired a helper for her in 2018,
Madam Chen felt lonely when the
pandemic struck.

She said in Mandarin: "I used to take bus
rides all over Singapore to seek out new
food haunts on my own or with my
friends. When I couldn't go out, I felt like I
lost my sense of independence."

Ms Chan visits Madam Chen monthly,
bringing her food, masks and hand
sanitiser.

"By now, it feels more than a volunteer-
beneficiary relationship, it's really more of
a friendship," Ms Chan said.

Lions Befrienders chairman Anthony Tay
said it was alerted to four suicide attempts
among seniors it serves during last year's
circuit breaker.

He added: "Up from the average of one
suicide attempt every three to six months
prior to Covid-19, this indicated a
declining state of mental and emotional
health for some seniors."

Mr Michael Chin, assistant senior
counsellor at Care Corner's counselling
centre, said: "Many seniors have fixed
routines, like visiting the coffee shop at
the same time every day to meet their
peers. By breaking this routine, the
pandemic can create emotional distress."

But even seniors living with their family
members may feel lonely.

Adjunct Associate Professor Angie Chew,
chief executive officer and mindfulness
principal of Brahm Centre, said stay-home
measures may exacerbate conflict for
those already on poor terms with
household members.

She said: "When you are locked in the
same household with people who you feel
don't care about you, the pain is
amplified."

And when their adult children have other
issues to deal with, it can take its toll on
the elderly.

Mr Joe Tan, manager of senior services at
Care Corner, said: "Some seniors' children,
facing their own problems such as losing
their jobs, may not have time to attend to
their parents' needs. The seniors may thus
perceive they are a burden to their
children."

To overcome limitations on social
gatherings, social service agencies engage
seniors virtually.

In April, Lions Befrienders partnered
budget airline Scoot to pair its cabin crew
with socially isolated seniors via
teleconference. They help identify ways to
improve the seniors' daily life and flag
unusual behaviour for Lions Befrienders'
ground staff to follow up physically if
necessary.

The NCSS has increased resources for its
counselling programmes, while SG Cares
Volunteer Centres under the Ministry of
Culture, Community and Youth mobilised
volunteers to engage and encourage lonely
seniors to stay physically active and
socially connected during the pandemic.

AIC offers online classes for caregivers
and members of the public to learn to
identify signs of mental health conditions.

But Prof Chew said some elderly might
not read the newspapers or own a
smartphone, so they would not know
what hotline numbers to call.

For Madam Chen, there is only one thing
she is looking forward to. "I can't wait for
this pandemic to be over so I can enjoy
long bus rides with my friends again," she
said.

Where to get help

National Care Hotline 1800-202-6868

Institute of Mental Health's Mental
Health Helpline 6389-2222

Samaritans of Singapore 1800-221-4444

Touchline 1800-377-2252

Care Corner Counselling Centre 6353-
1180

Brahm Centre Assistline 6655-0000

Agency for Integrated Care 1800-650-
6060

The Senior Helpline 1800-555-5555

O'Joy Counselling 6749-0190

Join ST's Telegram channel here and
get the latest breaking news delivered to
you.

A version of this article appeared in the print edition of
The Straits Times on July 21, 2021, with the headline
'Engage more with seniors amid Covid-19: Social service
agencies'. Subscribe
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During the pandemic
period, the elderly were
more likely to face social
isolation and financial
worries. Difficulty in
constantly adapting to
changes as well as
prolonged feelings of
loneliness may be
devastating.
SOS CHIEF EXECUTIVE GASPER TAN,
on the challenges seniors face during the ongoing
pandemic.
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