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Background

The question of what makes for a good later life is central to gerontology. Researchers have
long sought to answer this call, wherein the Activity Theory (AT), Continuity Theory (CT),
and Disengagement Theory (DT) paved the way in early gerontological studies (von
Humboldt, 2016). These models prescribed social activity (Havighurst & Albrecht, 1953), the
utilization of strategies tied to past experiences (Atchley, 1989), and social withdrawal
(Cumming & Henry, 1961), respectively, to be ideal ways of living the later life. This triangle
of classic theories is frequently pitted against one another (e.g. Lim-Soh et al., 2023), and
despite decades of existence, they are still highly influential in the current literature. Their
propositions are even traceable in the fundamental premises of many later aging theories,
models, and concepts, such as Rowe and Kahn’s successful aging model (1987),
socioemotional selectivity theory (Carstensen, 1992), and productive aging (Butler &
Gleason, 1985).

Despite their decades-old formulations, and longstanding critiques about prescriptions of a
singular “normal” pattern of aging, as well as contentions about measuring social activity, the
views of older adults themselves regarding these three theories of aging have scarcely been
considered. For these three classic theories, subjectivity was theorized secondary to behaviors
and activities. Yet, works demonstrating the diversity in aging experiences (e.g. Calasanti,
2019; Nelson & Dannefer, 1992) suggests the analytical importance of examining lay views
on later life given its heterogeneity. This is especially glaring with a growing body of
literature revealing the dissonance between researcher-defined and lay-perceived ideal
models of later life (e.g. Feng & Straughan, 2016; Gu et al., 2016). Moreover, ideas and
norms on aging differ and change with time and location (Lockenhoff et al., 2009; Ng et al.,
2015; Torres, 1999). Given the intersubjective and multidimensional nature of aging
experiences, examining what aging well means for older adults, and how it varies, will
greatly enrichen present understandings of aging and aging experiences. Not only that, the
prioritization of subjective perspectives helps minimize researchers’ bias in conceptualization
and measurement, while also accounting for cultural and structural influences (Shogo et al.,
2021). This practice is in line with the person-centered approach (Rogers, 1979) and also the
United Nations (UN) and World Health Organization (WHO)’s call to recognize the “voices
and perspective of older adults in all their diversity” (WHO, 2020).

This study seeks to address this pressing issue. The small but highly developed island-state of
Singapore serves as an ideal case study with a quarter of its population projected to be aged
65 or older by 2030 (Prime Minister’s Office, 2024). Its multicultural composition — 75.6%
Chinese, 15.1% Malay, 7.6% Indian, and 1.7% others — combined with its colonial history
and status as a global hub, fosters a unique blend of Western and Eastern influences. This is
evident in local aging policies, which integrate Western theoretical frameworks with
Confucianist and various Eastern perspectives (Malhotra et al., 2018). With the over-
representation of Western samples in the field, Singapore’s distinctive context thus provides a



valuable opportunity to examine lay perspectives on later life and address a fundamental
question in gerontology.

Study Design

The data used in this study are from the Lifelong Education for Aging Productively (LEAP)
in Singapore project, a national survey funded by the government of Singapore. The LEAP
survey aimed to investigate the attitudes and activities of Singapore's older people aged 65 to
80 years old. The Chinese sample of the LEAP survey was from the SG70 project, which was
based on the longitudinal survey of the Singapore Chinese Health Study (SCHS). The Malay
and Indian participants were randomly sampled from a list of households containing at least
one Malay and Indian older person aged 65 to 80 provided by the Department of Statistics,
Singapore. The total sample was 2545 individuals, with 1694 Chinese, 428 Malays, and 423
Indians. A weight variable was developed, which was based on the age-gender-race/ethnicity
distribution from the 2020 census.

To examine lay perception, we asked respondents to evaluate the following three statements
separately derived from the three classic theories: “Older people should actively engage in
social activities and social interactions”, “Older people should continue their habits, activities
and relationships that they had cultivated when they were young”, and “Older people should
quit their jobs and disengage from society when they get older, as it will be beneficial to both
themselves and the society”. These statements represent the AT, CT, and DT, respectively.
For each statement, we used a 5-point Likert scale with options ranging from “strongly
disagree”, “disagree”, “neutral”, “agree” to “strongly agree”. We excluded 13 respondents
who responded with “don’t know” to these questions, obtaining a final sample size of 2532.
To study factors of these lay perspectives, a series of sociodemographic, socioeconomic, and
health-related variables found to be highly related to life quality at older ages were examined.

We first used descriptive statistics and a bar chart to explore the distribution of lay
perceptions on each of the classic models. We then used a logistic regression model to
explore the affecting factor of lay perception for each classic theory, in which “strongly
agree” was merged with “agree”, and the other responses were recoded as “did not agree”
(reference group). We then paid special attention to how these perceptions compete and
overlap with each other in reality using a Venn diagram. Next, we explored the models about
the good later life amongst older Singaporeans using Latent Class Analysis (LCA), which
classified survey participants based on their responses over the three dimensions of
measurements. By applying LCA, we could uncover distinct patterns of lay perspectives and
thus observe the structure of how older Singaporeans perceived the ideal aging models. To
further explore associated factors of found typology membership, logistic regression models
were used.

Selected Preliminary Results and Brief Discussion

The proportions of lay preference to the three classic theories are shown in Figure 1, which
has been weighted according to the prevalence in the population. As expected, respondents
were significantly more agreeable (agree or strongly agree) to the AT (about 87%) than the
CT (about 49%) and DT (about 24%). The support for the CT and DT, however, was not
negligible, showing the diversity in choices of older Singaporeans in later life. It is
noteworthy as well that for each model, there were always about 10% of respondents who
expressed neutral views instead of supportive or opposing ones, which further revealed the
complexity of lay views about the ideal later life.



Figure 1. Bar plot of weighted proportion of responses to the AT, CT, and DT
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Figure 2 shows the supportive responses (‘agree’ and ‘strongly agree’ responses) for the three
classic theories. Clearly, perceptions of a good later life are not mutually exclusive, as
suggested by the theoretical debates, and laypersons could subscribe to more than one, and
even all of the models. More specifically, although about 34% of respondents only support
the AT, 38% agree with propositions from both the AT and CT. It was rare for older
Singaporeans to endorse only the CT (about 2%), or the DT (about 3%), or both the CT and
DT (approximately 1%); Yet, about 9% of respondents endorsed both the AT and DT, and
approximately 12% were even positive to all three theories.

Figure 2. Venn diagram of “agree” and “strongly agree” responses to the AT, CT, and DT
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LCA was then conducted to identify typologies of lay perceptions, which revealed five
distinct types (Figure 3). Class 1 (about 24% of the population of older adults) consists of



older adults who are agreeable to the propositions of the AT only and disagreeable to both the
CT and DT (AT+, CT-, DT-). This is the typology that is most aligned with public initiatives
of active aging. Class 2 and 3, approximately 38% and 14% of the population respectively,
consist of older adults who are agreeable to the propositions of the AT and CT but not the
DT; however, these two types differ in the degree of agreement to the AT and CT where the
latter expressed more extreme attitudes. We thus describe Class 2 as AT+, CT+ and DT-, and
Class 3 as AT++, CT++ and DT--. Older adults in Classes 2 and 3 tended to be of higher
socioeconomic status and better health. Unsurprisingly, the AT was still favoured by most
older Singaporeans and interestingly, more so by Malay and Indian older adults than Chinese
older adults; however, those endorsing the AT were also likely to support the CT (Classes 2
and 3) and even the DT, as in Class 4 (AT+, CT+, DT+). Moreover, the result also confirmed
the existence of about 11% of older adults who were neutral to all three classic models (Class
5; AT~, CT~, DT~). These older adults tended to be younger and more depressive.

Figure 3. Radar plots of class conditional response probabilities to the AT, CT, and DT
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