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NUS study shows more than a third of Bukit Panjang older adults on 
verge of becoming frail  
 
Programme to help delay onset of dementia and progression to frailty launched 
for residents 
 
Singapore, 23 August 2017   A recent study of 1051 older adults in Bukit Panjang by 
Associate Professor Reshma Merchant, Division Head of Geriatric Medicine at the National 
University of Singapore Yong Loo Lin School of Medicine (NUS Medicine), revealed that 37 
per cent of the cohort were on the edge of becoming frail. Of this group, 6 per cent were found 
to be frail, while another 8 per cent suffered from cognitive impairment.  
 
The same study found that while 91 per cent of robust older adults were independent in their 
activities of daily living, only 72 per cent of pre-frail and 50 per cent of frail participants were 
still independent in bathing, showering, eating, transferring and walking. Frailty and dementia 
are important health concerns in a rapidly ageing Singapore, with social and economic 
implications. The World Health Organisation’s definition of Healthy Ageing is developing and 
maintaining functional ability. 
 
Frailty is characterised by diminished strength, endurance and physiological function, 
increasing vulnerability to both internal and external stressors, vulnerability to a higher risk of 
negative health-related outcomes (including falls, hospitalisations, disability, 
institutionalisation and mortality) as well as underlying memory problems. Frail, elderly people  
had much worse outcomes in terms of falls, muscle strength, walking speed and quality of life. 
The NUS study showed that 10 per cent of pre-frail and 20 per cent of frail participants had 
underlying cognitive impairment. 
 
The study, concluded last year, prompted Assoc Prof Merchant to research ways to help these 
residents combat frailty and dementia. Frailty has three components which need to be 
addressed, including cognitive frailty, physical frailty and social frailty. It led to the launch of 
the Healthy Ageing Promotion Programme For You (HAPPY) programme, a comprehensive 
and holistic multi-component intervention targeted at seniors aged 60 years old and above, 
whilst anybody at risk below this age can participate too. 
 
“Almost half of our older population is either frail or pre-frail and many of them are still 
independent in activities of daily living. We want them to maintain their functional ability and 
lead a good quality of life and hence the HAPPY programme,” she said.  
 
The programme aims to help elderly persons maintain good physical and mental health, by 
preventing memory decline and delaying the onset of disability. HAPPY will address all three 
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components, physical, social and cognitive frailty. Even a small reduction in the prevalence of 
dementia and disability will lead to better quality of life for individuals and lower the cost to 
society as a whole.  
 
Adapted from Cognicise – a multi-component exercise programme designed by the National 
Center for Geriatrics and Gerontology (NCGG) in Nagoya, Japan to stimulate cognitive 
functions and prevent dementia, the locally-customised HAPPY programme features dual-
task exercises (a combination of physical exercise and mind training performed in groups) 
and cognitive tasks of varying complexity, along with advice on healthy ageing and diet.  
 
Since August 2017, the HAPPY programme has been implemented in senior activity centres 
in the western region of Singapore. “While we are evaluating the effectiveness of the 
programme, we are also training senior volunteers to lead senior participants in executing the 
dual-task exercise, and share tips on healthy ageing and nutrition,” Assoc Prof Merchant 
added. More than 50 seniors have benefitted from the programme so far, and she expects 
more than 1,000 seniors to benefit from the programme in the next two years.  
 
To evaluate the success of the HAPPY programme, the team will be measuring memory, 
mobility, strength and functional ability of the participants before and after the exercises. In 
addition, they will also be monitoring take up and compliance rates, as well as behaviour 
change, motivation, goal setting and self-empowerment. “Our ultimate goal is for them to be 
HAPPY and age successfully,” said Assoc Prof Merchant. 
 
Beyond raising awareness of frailty and dementia, the HAPPY programme’s team members 
will focus on working with community partners in screening for memory impairment and frailty 
among seniors, and recommending interventions, as well as building sustainable capabilities 
of community partners to manage these conditions in the long term. The team plans to develop 
manuals and videos to train more senior volunteers, in their effort to expand the HAPPY 
programme to communities nationwide.  
 
 
 
For media enquiries, please contact:  
 
WANG Simin 
Corporate Communications 
Dean’s Office 
NUS Yong Loo Lin School of Medicine 
DID: +65 6772 7804 
Mobile: +65 9625 3710 
Email: wangsimin@nus.edu.sg 
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About the National University of Singapore (NUS) 
 
A leading global university centred in Asia, the National University of Singapore (NUS) is 
Singapore’s flagship university, which offers a global approach to education and research, 
with a focus on Asian perspectives and expertise.  
  
NUS has 17 faculties and schools across three campuses. Its transformative education 
includes a broad-based curriculum underscored by multi-disciplinary courses and cross-
faculty enrichment. Over 38,000 students from 100 countries enrich the community with their 
diverse social and cultural perspectives. NUS also strives to create a supportive and innovative 
environment to promote creative enterprise within its community.   
  
NUS takes an integrated and multidisciplinary approach to research, working with partners 
from industry, government and academia, to address crucial and complex issues relevant to 
Asia and the world. Researchers in NUS’ Schools and Faculties, 30 university-level research 
institutes and centres, and Research Centres of Excellence cover a wide range of themes 
including: energy, environmental and urban sustainability; treatment and prevention of 
diseases common among Asians; active ageing; advanced materials; risk management and 
resilience of financial systems. The University’s latest research focus is to use data science, 
operations research and cybersecurity to support Singapore's Smart Nation initiative.  
 
For more information on NUS, please visit www.nus.edu.sg. 
 
 
About the NUS Yong Loo Lin School of Medicine (NUS Medicine) 
 
Established in 1905, the NUS Yong Loo Lin School of Medicine is the first institution of 
higher learning in Singapore and the genesis of the National University of Singapore. 
 
The School offers one of the finest undergraduate medical programmes in the Asia Pacific 
region and commands international recognition and respect. The Times Higher Education 
World University Rankings 2016 by subject and Quacquarelli Symonds (QS) World 
University Rankings by Subject 2017 list NUS Medicine as a leading medical school in Asia.  
 
It admits 300 students to the MBBS degree programme annually and its principal missions 
are to educate and train the next generation of healthcare professionals, and foster research 
that will help to advance the practice of medicine. 
 
The 18 NUS Medicine departments in the basic sciences and clinical specialties work closely 
with the Centre for Medical Education, the Centre for Biomedical Ethics, the Centre for 
Healthcare Simulation as well as the restructured public hospitals to ensure that teaching 
and research are aligned and relevant to Singapore’s healthcare needs. The School is a 
founding institutional member of the National University Health System. 
 
For more information about NUS Medicine, please visit http://nusmedicine.nus.edu.sg. 
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