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Today’s youth are just as vested in Singapore,
despite what the older generation might think.
What can be done to engage young people in

Forward Singapore?

Chew Han Eiand
Vincent Chua

For The Straits Times

The older generation often
describe the youth of today as “the
strawberry generation”, alabel
that carries the perception of them
as easily bruised, self-absorbed,
entitled, pampered, lazy and
overconfident.

However, each generationis
shapedby the social, political, and
economic conditions of the day -
andisalso subject to the disdain of
older people.

What makes this generation of
Singapore youth unique is that
theyare coming of age during the
Covid-19 pandemic. At a stage
when they are making the key
transitionintoadulthood, they
have been confronted by the
greatest crisis of our time.

We are lead researchers in Youth
STEPS, a six-year longitudinal
study by the Institute of Policy
Studies (IPS) Social Lab and the
National Youth Council (NYC) on
youth transitions and pathways.
Preliminary findings of the
ongoing study - which started in
2017 - were shared recently at

: NYC’sinaugural National Youth
: Dlalogue (“Social support,

: engaging on national issues among :

: young people’s concerns: Survey”, :
: The Straits Times, July 23).

Data from the study of about

: 3,000 Singaporean young people
: shows that many emerged from

: the pandemic withresilience and
: turned crisisinto opportunity.

: This points to it being an

: opportune time for the

: Government to strengthen mutual :
: trust with the younger generation,
: and encourage them to contribute
: to Forward Singapore, an exercise
: toshape andstrengthen

: Singapore’s social compact for its

: nextphase.

SILVERLINING AMID DISRUPTION

: More than half the study

: participants (54 per cent) said

: Covid-19 has had some ora highly
: negative impact on their lives,

: ranging from dampened

: employmentprospects to

: struggling to pay for household

. expenses.

Overallmental health has clearly :

: takena hit, withmanyreportinga
: heightened state of anxiety.

When we asked participantsto

share how Covid-19 has changed
. theirlife goals and aspirations, we
: receivedstory after story of

. called-offgraduation tripsand

. cancelled overseasinternship

: opportunities. Graduation

. ceremonies were scaled down, job
. offerswererescinded and many

: could not find jobs in industries

. theyhad trained for.

Despite that, weathering these

: disruptions during their transition
. intoadulthood seemsto have

made them more resilient.
Before the pandemic, 60 per

§ cent agreed that “they can deal

: withwhatever comes their way”.
. Inthe midst of the pandemic, this
. proportion fell to 55 per centand
. lastyear, the proportion who

: agreedtheycandealwith

: whatever comes their way

: rebounded to 61per cent.

Forevery story of howthe

: pandemic has disrupted plans,

. there wasanuplifting recount of a
. youngperson who had taken the

: opportunity to pickup new skills

: and how people now had clearer

. career, financial and life goals.

The pandemic tested personal

. resilience but our analyses also

: demonstrated a curious outcome
: whichis therise innational

. affiliation. Participants who

. agreedthat they felta sense of

. belonging to Singapore increased
: from71per centin 2020 to 73 per
¢ centlastyear.

Theresults paint a picture of our

: youth rallying around the nation in

atime of crisis, particularly when

; personalresources such as social
. capitalandresilience were
. depleting.

We often hear leaders say that

: nationsare forgedin crises and
: people come together in times of

: adversity. Onsome level, with

: social distancing, the pandemic

: had constrained personal

: relationships. Yet onanother

¢ level, it hasalsostrengthened

: the communityand the sense of

: nationhood. Singaporean youth

: understood the need fora national
: response to Covid-19.

The euphoria of emerging from

. the pandemicasanationwas

. clearly felt by many during this

: year’s National Day celebrations.
: During his National Day Rally,

: Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong
: expressed his hope that one

i outcome of the Forward Singapore :
: exercise led by Deputy Prime

: Minister Lawrence Wong would

: be“astrongsense of identity to

. hold ustogether and give meaning
i toournationbuilding”.

THEIMPORTANCE OF TRUST

: Data from Youth STEPS — which

: stands for Youth Study on

. Transitions and Evolving

: Pathways in Singapore — points to
: cluesonhow the 4Gleaders can

. strengthen Singapore’s social

: compactwith youngpeople.

The vast majority of youthin the

. study (90 per cent) trust the

: Governmentat least tosome

¢ extent (48 per cent trust the

: Governmenttoalarge orvery

¢ large extent) — but that trust is not
: alwaysseento have been fully

. reciprocated.

For example, only a quarter of

: study participants (24 per cent)
. feelthat the Government trusts
. youth suchasthemselvestoalarge
: orverylarge extent (72 per cent

. feel that the Government trusts
. thematleast to some extent).

In short, most youth trust the

Government, but are less sure
: aboutwhether the Government
. truststheminreturn.

However, our analysis also

. uncovered that when the youth
. perceive that their trustis

. reciprocated, this trustis

: enhanced. Reciprocal trust is

. important for the youth of this

: generation.

How, then, can 4G leaders

. demonstrate that they trust youth,
: asmuchasyouthtrust them?

Deputy Prime Minister Wong

: hasmadeit clear that the Forward
: Singapore exercise willnotbea

. series of endless talk shops.

. Citizens have been invited to play
: anactive role in shaping

. Singapore’s future.

Asyoung people answer the call

. toaction, leaders can demonstrate
. that they trust them by:

*listening intently to their

underlying needs; and then

* responding to those ambitions

to change the world by
: empowering youth with the
: resources to take directaction.

More opportunities for local

: engagement, suchas the SG Youth
: Action Challenge by the National

: Youth Council, can be offered as

. part of the Forward Singapore

. exercise.

However, getting youth involved

. tobe the change they want to see
. inthe community will not be

. enough to convince them that

. leaders trust them. The way in

: which the supportandresources
: areprovidedalso matters.
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Providing youth with resources,

: while “helicoptering” around their
! activities, won’t demonstrate
. trust.

Imposing grey-haired notions of

: success on their initiatives willalso
: notdemonstrate trust. Giving

: youthvolunteers autonomy and

. accountability for their causes will
. cultivate an enduring sense

. of civicresponsibility towards the

: community and demonstrate that

: leaders trust themto do goodin

: theiruniquely youthful ways.

Finally, having open

: conversations about any mistakes
: thatare made and being authentic
: about not knowing all the answers
: are both gestures that youth value
: fromleaders.

Most of all, maintaining trust in

: youthwhen mistakes are made

: and keeping faith that they are the
: ones who most want to make good
: ontheir own promises, will help

: demonstrate and build reciprocal

: trust. As Abraham Lincoln said,

“the (young) people when rightly

and fully trusted willreturn the
: trust”.
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