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Older consumers are flashing their cash, even as younger
ones are hurting from the downturn. What’s blinding

Singapore firms to this fact? Tan Hui Yee finds out.

SPECIALREPORT

GRAN’S GONE SHOPPING

“Silver” couple, Mr See Lew Hang, 72,
and Madam Fong Yin Peng, 69.
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SILVER
LININGS
S HEmight not know it, but Ms Ri-

na Ong is one of the unsung he-
roes of Singapore’s consumer
economy, cashed up and willing
to keep spending while those

around her sink into recessionary gloom.
She stocks up on sportswear regularly

for running, taiji and tennis, is taking pi-
ano lessons in earnest, and is forging
ahead with her annual skiing trips that
have taken her so far to Australia, Cana-
da, Japan and South Korea.

She turned 50 this year and is part of
the growing group of older consumers
not afraid to pamper themselves even as
the financial meltdown stifles buying sen-
timent all around them.

These consumers are aged 50 and
above, and many have plenty of cash in
the bank and the time to spend it.

They could just provide the lifeline
many businesses need to get through the
next year or so. Ms Ong, who retired a
few years ago as the head of an informa-
tion technology firm, makes no apologies
for her free-spending ways.

“I worked for over 20 years before
that. During those times, the only leave I
took was for my wedding. It’s time now
to have my own time,” she says.

According to an e-mail survey of
170,000 people in the Asia-Pacific con-
ducted in December and January by Sil-
ver, a marketing consultancy focused on
older consumers, half of the 40,000 Sin-
gapore respondents aged 50 years and old-
er agreed with the following statement:

“In my later years, I want to reward
myself for the years of hard work and pro-
viding for others.”

This sentiment is driving the potential
of the senior market in the region. By
2015, consumers aged 65 years and above
are expected to spend US$1.5 trillion
(S$2.2 trillion) annually within the Asia-
Pacific, according to the 2007 book The
Glittering Silver Market by MasterCard
economic adviser Yuwa Hedrick-Wong.

In Singapore alone, that figure is set to
hit US$10.8 billion. This is more than
twice the projected spending of Singa-
pore’s young premium consumers (those
under 34 years old) in 2016, according to
his 2008 book, The Future And Me.

Part of the potential lies in the fact
that Singapore is greying rapidly. In
2007, 8.5 per cent of people here were
over 65. That figure will hit 20 per cent
by 2030. But the demographics tell only
part of the story, as the spending power
of these seniors is also fuelled by a genera-
tional shift.

‘Charmed generation’
UNLIKE seniors of times past, who tend-
ed to be less educated and affluent, many
in the current group are confident, finan-
cially secure and independent.

They are the “charmed generation”,
says Mr Dick Stroud, the founder of Brit-
ish marketing consultancy 20plus30 and
author of the 2005 book The 50-Plus Mar-
ket, which examines the spending habits
of older consumers.

This is the generation which spent the
bulk of their working years in the era of
guaranteed pensions and cheaper hous-
ing. They also carry very little – if any –
debt, having grown up before the credit
card boom and in an era when the lessons
of frugality drawn from the Great Depres-
sion resonated loudly.

Mr Stroud tells The Straits Times:
“We have a saying in the UK that many
young people are two pay cheques away
from financial disaster.

“If the recession is L-shaped – very
deep and prolonged – and results in signif-

icant levels of job loss and reduction in in-
come, it will create huge problems for
younger workers. Their only salvation is
likely to be their parents, those 50 years
or older.”

Their counterparts in Singapore are
likely to be just as asset-rich.

Singapore-based retail specialist
Marie-Louise Jacobsen, who runs Retail
Management Solutions, notes: “Their
kids have grown up, they may have grand-
children they want to pamper and dote
on, the mortgage is probably paid up and
safe, and money has been put aside for lat-
er.”

Just in January, these baby boomers
flexed their financial muscle at the 50+
Singapore Expo organised by the Council
for Third Age (C3A), a group which pro-
motes active ageing.

The event, featuring products, activi-
ties and services for older con-
sumers, attracted more than
68,000 visitors and generated
$1.5 million in sales over two
days, with $1.2 million splashed
out on tour packages alone.

One of the participating com-
panies, JP International Travel,
noted the quick change in the
composition of its customers
since the recession took hold
last October.

About one year ago, just 20
per cent of its client base were
in the 50-plus category, but
they now comprise half of the firm’s cus-
tomers.

Its assistant general manager for incen-
tive travel and student exchange, Mr Bri-
an Koh, says: “This year, people started
to get retrenched, jobs were lost, the
younger folk are now more careful spend-
ers. They really read the itinerary and
they really check what they are buying.”

But travel is something that older con-
sumers are not letting up on.

Silver’s survey found that 78 per cent
of Singapore respondents intended to
save more in the coming year, in order to
spend on “personal travel or holidays”,
among other things.

Meanwhile, people like Ms Ong readily
admit that the recession has not curbed
their spending. She still regularly visits
the adidas store in Bishan after her taiji
lessons at the nearby Women’s Initiative
for Ageing Successfully centre. She has
spent close to $400 at the shop in the
past six months on quick-dry tops and
sweat pants.

“Sometimes they have 20 per cent, 30
per cent sale, then we cheong!” she jests,
using the Hokkien term for “charge”.

The recession is not denting
57-year-old semi-retired businessman
Cheong Hon Kee’s spending either.

He has spent more than $10,000 on
digital cameras and lenses since he took
up photography two years ago. Last year,
he went to Hunan and Inner Mongolia in
China, as well as Bali and Myanmar, to
take pictures. Each trip set him back by
between $2,000 and $3,000.

This year, he has already been on snap-
ping trips to Barcelona in Spain and Jiang-
nan in China and plans two more – to Xin-
jiang in China and South Africa.

The father of two says that his young-
er peers at the Photographic Society of
Singapore have to save up for some time
before they can buy a camera, and cannot
afford so many overseas trips. But he

feels he has paid his dues.
“When I was working, I had no time to

think of a hobby at all. I had no other lei-
sure activity. Once you drop everything,
you have the time and resources.”

Ms Ong andMr Cheong might seem un-
usual in these times of gloom, yet within
their circles they are not exceptional.

Given the right circumstances, the av-
erage retiree is hardly skint. The
chief executive (CEO) of C3A,
Mr Henry Quake, says: “Far
from being a withdrawn, pen-
ny-pinching lot, a good propor-
tion of our seniors are still ac-
tive consumers.”

Scant attention
THE irony is that such consum-
ers here are largely ignored.

Dr Lynda Wee, CEO of retail
business management consultan-
cy Bootstrap, notes that apart
f rom companies in the

health-care and travel sector, few have
caught on to the potential of this market.
The firms lack demographic data about
older consumers and do not understand
their behaviour.

The Silver survey found that 30 per
cent of Singapore respondents agreed
with the statement: “Companies are far
more interested in designing and selling
products to the young rather than their
parents.” Another 38 per cent were neu-
tral about the issue.

Ageist attitudes make it even harder to
tap this dollar, says Silver’s CEO, Mr Kim
Walker. “The average marketing execu-
tive is probably in his early 30s. For those
executives, it’s not ‘cool’ to think about
business with older consumers. They
have great difficulty relating to them.”

The attitudes go right down to the
front line. Homemaker Ouw Ah Chew,
52, for example, finds it hard to get the at-
tention of retail assistants in shopping
centres. “If I walk past, they don’t bother
recommending items to me. If it’s a
young person, they serve him immediate-
ly,” she says in Mandarin.

It is no wonder that many lament the
lack of products that serve their needs.

Architect John Ting, 54, finds it tough
going finding suitable shirts.

“Older people like us like cotton rather
than synthetic fabrics...but it’s very diffi-
cult to find pure cotton shirts,” he says.

“The synthetic shirts have lots of styl-
ing and patterns for young people, but
they are not comfortable at all outdoors.”

So he gets by on the 100 per cent cot-
ton shirts his wife buys for him on their
biennial trips to Europe.

Retired teacher Joyce de Silva, 70,
meanwhile, struggles to find comfortable
footwear among the thousands of strap-
py-heeled ladies’ shoes that fill the racks.

“The comfortable shoes which are broad-
er are the most expensive; they cost some-
thing like $200,” she laments. She gets by
with Scholl shoes, which cost her about
$100 a pair.

Retail specialist Ms Jacobsen also sees
a gaping need in the fashion and IT sec-
tors.

Youth-focused retailers do not realise
that the cut of their garments needs to be
different for older women. She says: “A
size-12 catering to a 25-year-old will not
‘fit’ a size-12 50-something in the same
way. The last thing she wants is to come
across as trying to look like she is wearing
something borrowed from her daughter.”

Similarly, many of today’s IT devices
are riddled with confusing features and
hard-to-understand instructions.

Ms Jacobsen says: “This age group did
not have computer classes during their
time. They do, however, know that part
of staying connected with the times
means they need to be able to navigate

the Internet, send SMSes, e-mail and Sky-
pe.”

Reaching out
THIS means that companies wanting to
serve older consumers need to see that
while they have genuine physical needs
which differ from younger consumers,
their aspirations and lifestyles may not be
all that different.

Mr Stroud stresses: “There are no
‘universal’ differences between the ages
other than those created by physiological
ageing, like the loss of sight, cognitive
powers, hearing loss, reduction in dexteri-
ty.

“For instance, there is a significant
group among the 50-plus that has a much
higher level of tech awareness than your
average 20-year-old.”

Home-grown publications and commu-
nications firm Words Worth Media took
this approach last December when it
launched Silver Lining, a bimonthly life-
style magazine for those aged 45 and
above. Its articles have run the gamut
from Internet dating to bike racing,

40-something triathletes and health ton-
ics. It has a circulation of 10,000.

But retail expert Dr Wee feels there are
indeed common qualities that tie older
consumers together.

“They tend to be loyal customers and
will stick by you in a recession. They are
not as price-sensitive,” she says.

Take semi-retired couple See Lew
Hang, 72, and Fong Yin Peng, 69. Up to
six times a year, they entrust their beauty
product store in Katong Shopping Centre
to their daughter and travel with the gour-
met club run by television personality Mo-
ses Lim.

The trips cost up to 30 per cent more
than similar trips organised by others – a
seven-day trip to Hokkaido costs $3,000
– but the foodies swear by his pre-vetted
gourmet meals, minimum four-star ac-
commodation, educational commentaries
and slower pace.

Mr See says: “I don’t even ask Moses
where he is going and how much I have to
pay. I just tell him, ‘If you organise it, I
will go.’”

To cater to his clientele, who are most-
ly in their 50s and upwards, Mr Lim es-

chews e-mail and holds slideshow brief-
ings on what to expect before each trip be-
cause “the older generation hates reading
itineraries from slips of paper”.

Unlike other travel agents who shy
away from making reference to their cli-
ents’ age, Mr Lim tells them upfront what
they need to hear.

“I tell them, ‘Bring along a walking
stick, I will bring one myself. Don’t feel
paiseh. It’s for your own good.’” Paiseh
means “embarrassed” in Hokkien.

His business has grown after word of
his senior-friendly practices spread. He
says: “Sixteen years ago, when I first
started such tours, I could not even fill
one coach with 30 to 40 people. Now, my
highest record is eight coaches. I recently
took more than 250 people to China.”

In many cases, creating senior-friend-
ly products and services may not require
as much tinkering as one would expect.
Small font sizes on anything from food la-
bels to electronic products and websites,
for example, are commonly cited as a pet
peeve of older consumers.

In the Silver survey, Singapore re-
spondents chose “needing reading glass-
es” as the most annoying thing about age-
ing. So making a product more appealing
to older consumers could be as simple as
fixing the font sizes on it.

Contrary to common perception, such
products need not be ugly or awkward.
The Apple iPhone, which allows a user to
zoom in on parts of text by flicking his fin-
gers on the touch screen, is just as covet-
ed by the young and old alike.

Indeed, apart from products that cater
directly to specific groups of older con-
sumers, like those who need hearing aids,
there is a wide swathe of generic prod-
ucts that could better reach out to the
50-plus market.

Products are likely to get a better re-
ception if they are marketed in an “age-
less” fashion that does not patronise old-
er people and make them feel they are get-
ting a lesser item that has been tailored to
suit their needs.

Silver’s survey found that 51 per cent
of respondents from the age of 50 on-
wards thought, felt and behaved younger
than their actual age. What this means,
says Mr Walker, is that they are more
averse to products which make them look
and feel old.

And that is something that many Singa-
pore retailers have yet to learn.

Ms Jacobsen notes: “I often hear
young salespeople trying to be polite (to
older women) by referring to them as
‘Aunties’. So if this woman is shopping
for fashion, that one word is enough to
have her twirl on her heels and walk right
out.”
tanhy@sph.com.sg
Additional reporting by Gwendolyn Ng

MORE ONLINE

GRAN
’S

GONE

SHOP
PING

BY TAN HUI YEE
CORRESPONDENT

FROM
PAGE D2

CONTINUED
ON PAGE D3

WHAT OLDER CONSUMERS THINK

If you’re saving more, why?
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To what extent do you agree with 

this statement: “Companies are 

far more interested in designing 

and selling products to the young 

rather than their parents”?

10-20

20-30

30-40

40-50

50-60

60-70

70-80

7

25

18

5

29

11

6

How do you think, feel and behave relative 

to your actual age?

What aspects of getting older annoy you?
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How do you feel about the following

statement: “Even in retirement

my first priority will be to ensure

the welfare of my  family”?

(Note: All figures in %. They may not add up
to 100% due to rounding up.)

Source: SILVER

IN SINGAPORE

Which were/are the best years of 

your life?

Will you be

saving 

more in the 

coming 12 

months?

How do you 

feel about the 

statement: “In 

my later years I 

want to reward 

myself for the 

years of hard 

work providing 

for others”?

Older than my age
Same age
5 years younger
10 years younger
15 years younger
20 years younger
More than 20 years younger

Needing reading glasses
Not having the physical energy and 
strength of my youth
Get tired more easily
Being categorised as an old person
The difference between the person I am 
and the person that I see in the mirror

Worried about uncertain 
economic conditions
Personal travel/holiday
Preparing for unforeseen emergency 
expenditures
Children’s education and welfare
Retirement
Investments
Personal education/new learning
Upgrading home/ renovations

12
38
25
13
8
3
2

25

19

18
11

7

18

14

13

11
9

7
6
5

Ms Rina Ong (left) loves
buying adidas sportswear for
running, tennis and taiji,
which she practises with her
friends at Lower Peirce
Reservoir.

Semi-retired couple See Lew Hang and Fong
Yin Peng travel overseas on expensive gourmet
tours up to six times a year. Their daughter
Clarissa goes along with them sometimes.
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Camera buff Cheong Hon Kee, a semi-retired businessman, has spent more than $10,000 on digital cameras and lenses in the last two years, and
travels up to four times a year to take pictures. Each trip sets him back by between $2,000 and $3,000. ST PHOTO: DESMOND FOO

Retail experts stress that buying
behaviour is shaped more by lifestyle than
age, but some try to put a finger on it.

THEY HAVE MONEY
“They are likely to be financially
stable...and they are more discerning, so
you need to be equipped to serve them.”
Dr Lynda Wee, chief executive of retail
consultancy Bootstrap

THEY WANT QUALITY AND COMFORT
“They love quality. They love robust and
solid products. And they love comfortable
products like easy-to-read magazines or
brochures, user-friendly telephones or
electrical appliances, and cars which are
easy to enter and quit.”
Mr Jean-Paul Treguer, founder of
Senioragency International, an advertising
agency dedicated to consumers over the
age of 50

THEY VALUE CONVENIENCE
AND PERSONALISED SERVICE
“The generational traits of baby boomers
make them likely to value products or
services that offer the following:
convenience, functionality, quality,
dependability and personalised service.”
Mr Kim Walker, founder of Silver, a
Singapore marketing consultancy
focused on the senior market

Websites using very small fonts are both
difficult and unpleasant to use, for both
older and younger consumers.

If you are designing a website, here
are some other things you can try to
make your website friendly to those with
deteriorating eyesight.

1 Use sans serif fonts like Arial, rather
than fonts with serif, such as Times

Roman. Serif fonts are difficult to read on
the monitor because they are harder to
represent in digital form.

2 Have the fonts and colours provide a
clear visual contrast between the

navigation and content areas of the
screen.

3 Avoid certain colour combinations like
black on red and do not use red and

green together as they make it difficult
for colour-blind people to read.

4 Limit the length of a line of text on
the screen to 40 to 50 letters to

reduce eye strain.

5 Backgrounds and watermarks should
be avoided. If it is necessary to use a

background, it should be as light as
possible.

6 Make a clear distinction between the
design elements that are used to

improve the screen layout – bullets, icons
and headings, for example – and text and
images associated with hyperlinks. Use
them in a consistent manner throughout
the website.

! From the 2005 book The 50-Plus
Market by British marketing consultant
Dick Stroud

Architect John
Ting finds it hard
to get pure cotton
shirts here and
usually buys them
in Europe instead.

WHAT DEFINES
AN OLDER
CONSUMER?
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THE SENIOR
FRIENDLY
WEBSITE

Older
consumers
have money
and time
to spend
despite
recession


