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Many think that Singapore’s total
fertility rate (TFR) has stabilised
after it held steady in 2024, but it
has not, and if nothing is done, the
country’s core of citizenswill begin
to shrink, said Deputy Prime Min-
ister Gan Kim Yong.
A declining citizen population

will result in Singapore losing dy-
namism and affect its ability to re-
main competitive, he said.
The 2024 TFR was boosted by

the Year of the Dragon, and the Go-
vernment is still working on the
latest data for 2025, said DPM Gan
at the Institute of Policy Studies’
(IPS) annual Singapore Perspec-
tives conference.
“But I must say, I’m not likely to

give good news on the TFR front,”
DPM Gan said in a dialogue with
IPS director Janadas Devan closing
this year’s conference, themed
“Fraternity”, whichwas held on Jan
26 at the Sands Expo and Conven-
tion Centre.
The 2024 TFR, which refers to

the average number of babies each
woman would have during her re-
productive years, was 0.97 – hold-
ing steady from 2023. But Dragon
years – seen as auspicious years in
the Chinese zodiac for children to

be born – usually result in an in-
crease in Singapore’s birth rate,
DPM Gan noted.
The 2024 TFR remaining un-

changed from 2023 therefore
means that the “base has come
down further” rather than that it
has stabilised, he said.
The figure was 1.04 in 2022 and

1.12 in 2021, below the replacement
rate of 2.1–which is the level of fer-
tility at which the population re-
places itself fromone generation to
the next.
Despite this, Singapore should

not give up raising its TFR, and the
country can do more to support
parenthood and families, saidDPM
Gan, adding that falling fertility is a
global phenomenon.
He noted that over the last 10

years, the growth rate of the num-
ber of Singapore citizens has
slowed despite immigration.
He was responding to a question

from Mr Janadas, who asked how
the Government intends to man-
age social cohesion between citi-
zens and foreigners, given Singa-
pore’s low birth rate necessitating
more immigration.
DPM Gan, who is also Minister

for Trade and Industry, said Singa-
pore may not be able to grow its
number of citizens very quickly,
but it should have “at least a mod-
erate growth rate over a period of

time”.
The country has to be mindful to

make sure it continues to have a
strong core of citizens and a “dy-
namic population” and society,
DPM Gan said to an audience of
about 1,200, including policymak-
ers, students and academics.
The key question then is how to

integrate foreigners and ensure
that Singaporeans are able to work
side by side with them.
The Government has to continue

focusing on measures which sup-
port social integration, especially
for new citizens, which is different
from managing workers who are
here on a temporary basis, he not-
ed.

Singapore has already imple-
mented citizenship journeys –
mandatory programmes for new
citizens – to help them better un-
derstand Singapore’s culture, val-
ues and practices, as well as a simi-
lar programme for permanent resi-
dents.
While the Government will con-

tinue to refine these programmes,
it is important for Singaporeans to
acknowledge as a starting point
that new citizens are different, Mr
Gan said.
“They have spent a good part of

their life in a different culture, have
different practices, maybe hold
different values; but the fact (is)
that they have decided to become

Singapore citizens, they have de-
cided that there is something com-
mon between Singapore and them,
and they want to become part of
this bigger fraternity.”
The challenge is to recognise

these differences while expanding
the common space between new
citizens and existing Singapo-
reans, DPM Gan said.
More can be done to help new ci-

tizens assimilate into Singapore’s
values and systems and also to en-
courage Singaporeans to accept
and embrace them, he said.
There should also bemore spaces

for them to interact – and there are
community programmes for them
to do so.

“This is the actual task... it’s on-
going, always in progress – be-
causewith every generationof new
immigrants, the challenges are dif-
ferent, and we need to continue to
change our programmes, but we
must continue to seek to integrate
them better into the society.”
The better Singapore can inte-

grate new citizens and build trust
between newcomers and existing
Singaporeans, the better its capac-
ity will be to absorb them, he add-
ed. “And this way, thewhole of Sin-
gapore will be better off.”
The global environment has

shifted over the past few decades –
with more countries producing
high quality goods at low costs –
and Singapore has to move to
maintain its “place at the table”,
said DPM Gan.
But it is important to recognise

that “the real competition” does
not come from within Singapore
but from other countries, he said.
“I do accept that sometimes, Sin-

gaporeans feel they are facing a lot
of competition at their workplaces
from their fellow Singaporeans,
from foreigners who work side by
side, and also even from new citi-
zens who are no longer foreigners,”
he added.
But this is something that Singa-

poreans must accept if they are to
competewith the rest of theworld,
he said.
What is important is to ensure

that despite the competition,
workplaces continue to be fair and
equitable, DPM Gan said.
Competition must also have pur-

pose, he added, and this can come
from family ties and relationships
which form an “anchor” to allow
Singaporeans to compete at their
day jobs. “Ifwe just compete for the
purpose of competing, at the end,
you are not sure what you’re com-
peting for.”

ngweikai@sph.com.sg
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In January 2024,Mr Joshua Lee be-
gan experiencing abdominal pains,
whichhebrushedoff as aches from
recreational rock climbing.
“I thought I had pulled someth-

ing,” said the 25-year-old, whowas
pursuing a bachelor’s degree in
psychology at the time.
However, in June that year, the

pains became worse after what he
described as a “pretty bad” fall
while climbing. He realised so-
mething was wrong after almost
passing out from the pain one
morning.
Mr Lee went to Mount Alvernia

Hospital near his home, where an
MRI scan uncovered a mass in his
abdomen.
He underwent further tests and,

in July 2024, discovered he had
stage 3 testicular cancer, which
had spread to the lymph nodes in
his belly area.
WhileMr Lee, who had no family

history of cancer, said he wasmen-
tally prepared for the possibility of
cancer, hewas concerned over how
his loved ones would take the
news.
“My girlfriend, she had it rough

because we had just got together,”
he said. “We got together in April,
and I got the diagnosis in July.
“My first instinct at the time was

to reassure her it was okay if she
wanted to walk out (on the rela-
tionship).”
Mr Lee is one of an increasing

number of younger adults being di-
agnosedwith cancer here in recent

years.
Data from the latest Singapore

Cancer Registry annual report
showed that for the period be-
tween 2019 and 2023, there were
4,995 cancer diagnoses for those
under 40 – a 34 per cent increase
from the years between 2003 and
2007, when the number stood at
3,729.
Between 1968 and 1972, the ear-

liest period on record in the report,
thenumber of cancer diagnoses for
people under 40 was just 1,710.
“While cancer is still more com-

mon in older adults, the younger
age groups are seeing faster rises in
age-specific incidence compared
with older adults,” said Dr Gloria
Chan, a consultant with the hae-
matology-oncology department at
the National University Cancer In-
stitute, Singapore.
“Locally, the most rapid increase

in age-specific incidence rates of
cancer was observed in those un-
der 50 years old,” she said, adding
that the highest increases were
amongmenbetween the ages of 30
and 39, and women between 40
and 49.
This reflects a global trend, said

Dr Eileen Poon,medical lead at the
National Cancer Centre Singa-
pore’s (NCCS) adolescent and
young adults oncology pro-
gramme.
She noted that data from the

Global Burden of Disease study,
published by the Seattle-based In-
stitute forHealthMetrics andEval-
uation, showed a 79 per cent in-
crease in early-onset cancerworld-
wide between 1990 and 2019.
“People under 50 are the only

age group to experience sustained
increases in cancer incidence since
1995,” said Dr Poon, who is also a
senior consultant atNCCS’medical
oncology division.
A study of more than 500,000

people in theUnited States – led by
researchers from the NUS Yong
Loo Lin School of Medicine and
published in peer-reviewed medi-
cal journal JAMA Network Open in

2023 – found cancer diagnoses in
patients under 50 increased by an
average of 0.28 per cent annually
between 2010 and 2019.
While instances of early-onset

cancer are not driven by any single
cancer type, colorectal cancer is
one clear example showing a long-
term increase in younger adults,
said Dr Chan.
“A recently published popula-

tion-based study highlighting the
trends in early-onset colorectal
cancer in Singapore reported an
approximate doubling in inci-
dence, from about five per 100,000
in 1968 to about nine per 100,000
in 2019,” she noted.

This increase has largely been
driven by rectal cancer rising
about 1.5 per cent annually among
young men here, she said.
Breast cancer, meanwhile, is the

most common cancer for younger
women here, showing a steady rise
in incidence among those in their
30s and 40s, she added.
Dr Poon noted that haematolog-

ical malignancies – referring to
blood cancers such as leukaemia,
lymphoma and multiple myeloma
– also constitute a significant pro-
portion of adolescent and young
adult cancers.
The experts noted that this rise

cannot simply be attributed to bet-

ter detection of cancers.
“Mortality rates for some early-

onset cancers are actually higher
because these cancers are detected
at more advanced stages in
younger people,” said Dr Chan.
“Researchers have identified a

‘birth cohort effect’ showing that
each successive generation born
after the1950s carries a higher can-
cer risk than the one before,” Dr
Poon said.
This means that someone born

in 1990 is four times more likely to
develop colorectal cancer com-
pared with someone born in 1950,
she noted.
She said that emerging evidence

points to changes in the early-life
exposome – a term referring to all
environmental exposures over the
course of an individual’s life – as
likely contributing factors.
These include the rise in ultra-

processed foods, obesity, seden-
tary lifestyles and alterations to the
gut microbiome, she added.
Regular physical activity and

avoiding excess weight are among
the strongest protective factors
against cancer, Dr Chan said, not-
ing obesity’s association with sev-
eral cancers such as colorectal,
breast and endometrial cancers.

More young adults, teens in Singapore being diagnosed with cancer

Zhaki Abdullah
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People should have balanced
diets, taking in more vegetables,
fruits and fibre, while eating less
processed meats and red meats, as
well as ultra-processed foods, she
added.
“These factors are especially rel-

evant for colorectal cancer,” she
said, adding that people should al-
so avoid smoking and alcohol.
Young people should also go for

cancer screenings, Dr Chan added,
highlighting the importanceof cer-
vical and breast cancer screenings
for women.
“Not all young-onset cancers are

preventable and many people who
do ‘everything right’ can still de-
velop cancer,” she noted.
“Small, consistent lifestyle

choices made over time can mea-
ningfully lower cancer risk.”
ForMrLee, treating his testicular

cancer meant going through orchi-
dectomy, or the removal of his left
testicle, in July 2024.
“It was the first time in my life I

felt emasculated,” he said, adding
that the thought of going through
the procedure made him think se-
riously about having children.
After his surgery, he underwent

chemotherapy, going through 28
sessions at NCCS. He suffered side

effects, including nausea, hair loss,
weight gain and brain fog.
To focus on his treatment and re-

covery, he took a six-month leave
of absence from his studies.
His cancer went into remission

inOctober 2025, andhewas able to

complete his degree programme in
December.
He noted that his journey has

come full circle in a way, as he re-
cently startedworkwith the Singa-
pore Cancer Society as a psychoso-
cial services programmes execu-
tive, providing support to cancer
patients and cancer survivors.
The society helps cancer pa-

tients, including teens and young
adults, and their families. It offers
cancer screening and education,
rehabilitation programmes, as well
as financial and welfare services.
Mr Lee said his Catholic faith, to-

gether with support from his fam-

ily, friends and girlfriend, aswell as
a support group for young adults
with cancer, helped him get
through this difficult period in his
life.
Young adults diagnosed with

cancer should try to find someth-
ing to ground them as their condi-
tion can easily result in them fall-
ing into despair, he said.
“You have to have something you

love, someone you love, in your life
to remind you that you don’t just
live for yourself. I think that’s im-
portant.”
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Rising cancer diagnoses among those under 40

CANCER TYPES THAT ARE INCREASING AMONG YOUNG PEOPLE

Colorectal
cancer

Haematological malignancy
(leukaemia, lymphoma and
multiple myeloma)

Breast
cancer

Building a “we first” society in Sin-
gapore will be challenging not due
to a lack of resources or laws, but
because it requires a profound
shift in how people here relate to
one another, said Acting Minister
for Culture, Community and Youth
David Neo.
While the Government will initi-

ate this transformation by provid-
ing a blueprint, real changewill de-
pend on individual actions, he add-
ed at the Institute of Policy Studies’
Singapore Perspectives conference
on Jan 26.
Mr Neo was speaking on a panel

about building a “we first” society,
a term first used by PrimeMinister
Lawrence Wong at his inaugural
National Day Rally speech in 2025.
Since then, there have been

questions about what such a socie-
ty entails, acknowledged Mr Neo,
who recountedbeing askedwheth-
er “we first” means “me second”.
Elaborating on the concept at the

conference at the Sands Expo and
Convention Centre, he said such a
society is one where people look
beyond their own interests to con-
tribute to the larger good of the
community.
Whenpeople support one anoth-

er, society is better off, and this in
turn creates the “best conditions
for ‘me’”, he added.
One way to nurture such a socie-

ty is to create opportunities for
people to interact, and by doing so,
deepen their understanding of one
another in spite of differences, said
Mr Neo.
He cited examples of such inter-

actions building across the island,
such as how a dozen residents in
Yio Chu Kang come together every
month to prepare meals and orga-
nise activities for some 40 seniors,
with food supplied by the local
hawkers’ association.
“Stories like these remind us that

community building is about a col-
lection of our individual actions...
We all have the capacity to initiate
or support such efforts in our own
spheres, and in our own ways,” he
said.

Another panellist, National Vol-
unteer and Philanthropy Centre
chief executive Tony Soh, said nur-
turing philanthropy is another way
to develop amore inclusive society.
He emphasised that giving is not

limited to money – people can also
give their time, talent and net-
works, and by inspiring others
through the power of their exam-
ple.
The panel fielded questions, in-

cluding one from a Dunman High
School student on whether pro-
grammes such as the Education

Ministry’s Values in Action detract
from building a “we first” society
by transactionalising voluntee-
rism.
Mr Soh said such extrinsic mo-

tivation can be of value if it makes
people take the first step. If they
find the experience impactful, it
could even turn into something
more sustained.
“Myview is thatwe shouldnot be

too purist about it, because not
everyone intrinsically wants to do
good and wants to volunteer,” he
added.

Fellow panellist and National
University of Singapore associate
professor of sociology and anthro-
pology Vincent Chua suggested
that a more fundamental shift is
necessary to build a “we first” so-
ciety.
This is because a society with

more competition and immigra-
tion often results in greater in-
equality, which in turn reduces so-
cial cohesion.
He noted that Singapore has

moved to reduce inequality by
closing the income gap, and by en-

couraging social mixing through
housing and education policies.
What is harder to reduce is in-

equality linked with how people
define success, as 60 years ofmeri-
tocracy have meant that Singapo-
reans see themselves and others
through the lens of achievement
and material success, said Prof
Chua.
Mr Neo said framing the ques-

tion as having to choose between
competition and cohesion would
result in a zero-sum outcome.
But, he added, reframing it to

how the larger Singapore com-
munity can become more compet-
itive and cohesive together will re-
sult in different answers and re-
sults.
In this regard, Mr Neo said youn-

ger Singaporeans have led the
charge, with many prioritising
meaning and purpose over howbig
their house is or how fast their car
is.
Young people have often asked

him to convince their parents that
such intangibles matter more than
PSLE scores, he added.
He acknowledged that Singapo-

reans are kiasu (afraid to lose), but
that such competitive energies can
be channelled towards excellence
at doing good through the right fra-
mework of what it means to suc-
ceed.
“I personally am quite optimistic

about our ability to shape and nur-
ture a deeper society,” he said.

Building ‘we first’ society
requires deep mindset
shifts, says David Neo

Tham Yuen-C
Senior Political Correspondent

yuenc@sph.com.sg

(From left) Acting Minister for Culture, Community and Youth David Neo, National Volunteer and Philanthropy Centre chief
executive Tony Soh, National University of Singapore associate professor Vincent Chua, and moderator Laurel Teo, who is a
senior research fellow and head of society and culture at the Institute of Policy Studies, on a panel about building a “we first”
society at the Singapore Perspectives conference on Jan 26. ST PHOTO: CHONG JUN LIANG

Singapore needs to better integrate
foreigners to stay open to immigra-
tion, which is crucial for the coun-
try’s economy and society to re-
main dynamic, said Acting Trans-
port Minister Jeffrey Siow.
This need for immigration comes

amidconcerningdemographic real-
ities such as the Republic’s “abys-
mal” total fertility rate (TFR),
which hit a historic low of 0.97 in
2024, he said.
“But immigration can only go as

far as integration allows, and we
can only stay open and welcoming
to newcomers if we are able to in-
tegrate them well,” added Mr Siow,
who was speaking on a panel at the
Institute of Policy Studies’ (IPS)
Singapore Perspectives conference
on Jan 26.
“We need to do more with inte-

gration so that we can do more im-
migration,” he added.
All sides will have to make extra

effort on this – newcomers must
consciously want to integrate, con-
tribute to the community, abide by
norms here, and understandwhat it
means to be Singaporean.
Singaporeans must be open-

minded too; they have to accept
that the national identity today will
evolve and it will take time for new-
comers to adapt to local customs
and practices, he added.
The Singapore identity is com-

plex and evolving, and has to be
“carefully nurtured and managed”,
said Mr Siow during the panel dis-
cussion titled “NavigatingChalleng-
es to Social Cohesion” that dis-
cussed different ways to improve
social cohesion.
MrSiow,who is also SeniorMinis-

ter of State for Finance, noted that
preserving social cohesion is an un-
ending task for Singapore.
“We need to make newcomers

feel Singaporean, and also make
Singaporeans feel that newcomers
are Singaporean,” he said, address-
ing an audience of more than 1,200
participants, including academics,
students and policymakers.
Despite being a young immigrant

nation, Singapore has difficulty
with this, noted Mr Siow.
“Maybe it’s because we don’t feel

secure enough about what it means
to be Singaporean. It is natural to
have that attitude in us, and it’s also
natural that it is harder to forge un-
derstanding and trust when new-
comers come from much more di-
verse backgrounds than they used
to,” he said.
There are currently policies in

place to help people build a shared
sense of identity, said Mr Siow,
pointing to the Housing Board’s
Ethnic Integration Policy and how
places of worship are often situated
near each other.
“When you have this deliberate

mixing strategy across different
groups, there will be differences in
perspectives from time to time.

Therefore, common spacesmust al-
so come together with common
conversations,” he said.
Some of these common spaces

are cultivated through ground-up
initiatives, such as Ask Me Any-
thing sessions run by local non-
profit The Whitehatters, said its
founder Shahrany Hassan.
These sessions, led by facilitators,

create a safe space for people to ask
uncomfortable questions and gain
empathy for others, she said.
“We’renot talking aboutnegotiat-

ing or compromising their values,
but rather coming to a common
ground... where you see the other
person as a person, and not just a
mere statistic or stereotype,” said
Ms Shahrany.

Infectious disease expert Paul
Tambyah, who is also the chairman
of the Singapore Democratic Party,
asked Mr Siow if immigration pol-
icy could be tweaked to encourage
the immigration of people with
strong personal ties to Singapore,
instead of following racial quotas.
Mr Siow said current policy al-

ready takes into account such per-
sonal ties and is not just based on
quotas – it relies on the sense that
these new immigrants can inte-
grate well.
“And that is a two-way situation

where Singaporeans must feel that
they have the potential to integrate
and can be Singaporean, and at the
same time, the person coming in
must alsomake this effort to under-

stand what it means to be Singapo-
rean.”
An earlier panel at the same con-

ference discussedwhether technol-
ogy is depleting Singapore’s social
capital, which refers to interperso-
nal trust.
Minister of State forDigitalDevel-

opment and Information Jasmin
Lau said that the Government was
putting in safeguards such as
through legislation to ensure that
online spaces remain safe for peo-
ple to interact in.
But she said she remained wor-

ried that Singapore’s social capital is
not growing at a fast enough pace
for the country’s future needs.
Ms Lauwas responding to a ques-

tion from veteran diplomat Kishore

Mahbubani on whether Singapore
is developing more social capital or
less as the country becomes more
affluent.
“It could be racial tensions, reli-

gious tensions, it could be disputes
internationally... But eventually,
when we have to draw it down, I
think we need a lot more thanwhat
we’re putting into the bank ac-
count,” she added.
Responding to another question

on how government policy inter-
sects with social capital, Ms Lau
said social capital is also a key com-
plement to government policy –
which tries to cover as many bases
as possible – as it fills the gaps and
the “last mile” of what people need.
She said: “Sometimes, people do

need more than government poli-
cies. They do need the labour that
helps them take care of the child
when they are doing their shift
work. They do need someone who
can come by and check on the el-
derly because they’re home alone.”
Socialmedia has also depleted so-

cial capital by amplifying some as-
pects of social division, said Singa-
pore Management University Pro-
fessor LimSun Sun,whowas on the
same panel.
When people brandish their

wealth or creature comforts for in-
stance, this creates the politics of
envy, which can further erode so-
cial capital, said Prof Lim.
BothMs Lau and Prof Lim agreed

that building social capital starts
with education and understanding
of social media platforms and prod-
ucts.
Through education, individuals

know that they are not completely
in control of what they see and do
online, said Prof Lim.
“I don’t have that faith that tech-

nology companies will suddenly
come round to this idea that they
will be altruistic and give people
what it will take to build social cap-
ital,” she said.
“But I do have more faith in our

own people and our own humans,
to be able to look and discern what
is useful and what is not.”

Better integration vital as immigration
is crucial for economy: Jeffrey Siow

Amid an ‘abysmal’ fertility rate, newcomers
will help Singapore stay dynamic, he says
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(From left) Ms Shahrany Hassan, founder of local non-profit TheWhitehatters; Professor Elaine Ho, Provost’s Chair Professor,
Department of Geography and Research Leader, Migration and Mobilities Cluster, Asia Research Institute, NUS; Acting
Transport Minister Jeffrey Siow; and moderator Razwana Begum, Head, Global Security and Strategy Programme, School of
Humanities and Behavioural Sciences, SUSS, during a panel discussion at the Institute of Policy Studies’ Singapore
Perspectives conference on Jan 26. ST PHOTO: CHONG JUN LIANG
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