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The Republic will face the chal-
lenge of artificial intelligence (AI)
sooner than many countries be-
cause it is small, open and relies on
technology as a source of its com-
petitiveness, said President Thar-
man Shanmugaratnam.
By the same token, it has the dig-

ital infrastructure necessary to
take greater advantage of AI and is
used to facing challenges faster
than other countries, Mr Tharman
said in an interview on the side-
lines of the World Economic Fo-
rum in Davos, Switzerland, that
was broadcast on Feb 1.
“We look at AI like every other

form of productivity improvement
– as a plus,” he said. “And the real
challenge is that we want that plus
to be distributed up and down the
workforce.”
In his Jan 20 conversation with

political commentator and media
executive Ian Bremmer, Mr Thar-
man said that countries should
think about AI not just as a threat

from a new technology, but also as
a positive challenge – of how to
maximise human capital and build
up people’s capabilities, so as to
achieve mass flourishing.
“If we build up people’s capabil-

ities, something works out. It
works out for them, and it works
out for your whole economy,” he
said as he urgednations to focus on
capabilities, rather than industrial
policy or trying to predict the fu-
ture.
Mr Tharman said this will be a

challenge everywhere in the world
andwill not be easy, as it means in-
vesting in a large, middle layer of
theworkforce –white-collarwork-
ers – so that they canworkwith AI,
find roles complementary to AI, or
to meet growing demands in areas
such as healthcare.
Noting that Singapore started

the SkillsFuture national move-
ment over a decade ago to encour-
age constant upskilling, he said:
“We can do that well in Singapore
because it is just part of our eco-
nomic psyche.”
Zooming out, Mr Tharman iden-

tified global governance of AI – to

maximise the potential gains,
while guarding against its worst
risks – as the area where the world
is least prepared.
Such risks include the possibility

of AI-driven nuclearwarfare, runa-
way misinformation and cyber
warfare by non-state actors.
For the world to rule out some of

AI’s worst dangers, there must be a
mindset shift between the leading
private-sector players and govern-
ments around thinking who is go-
ing to win the AI race, he said.
“There is no one AI race. There

are several AI races,” he said, citing
foundational research, AI imple-
mentation across domains from
healthcare to robotics, and whose
technology stack gets the buy-in of

different countries.
It is unlikely that the United

States or China is going to win an
entire AI race, and that should
push them to find a framework to
compete while seeking win-win
outcomes in areas such as drug dis-
covery, saidMrTharman.Henoted
that the US and China’s leaders
have previously agreed that hu-
mans, and not AI, should control
nuclear arms.
At their Oct 30, 2025, meeting in

South Korea, US President Donald
Trump and Chinese President Xi
Jinping agreed, in principle, to fur-
ther AI talks.
“It is possible for the US and Chi-

na to come to some form of under-
standing where they will continue

to be rivalrous, continue to be in-
tense rivals in the economic
sphere, including in AI, while exer-
cising restraint in others and even
collaborating in some fields – be-
cause it will be in their common in-
terests,” said Mr Tharman.
While the US and China are crit-

ical in this effort to rule out the
worst of AI while competing over
the best, Mr Tharman said small
and medium-sized countries are
part of the game.
He gave the example of a confe-

rence on AI safety organised by
Singapore in April 2025 which
brought together more than a
hundred scientists from around
the world, including from both
powers.
“It is unfortunately no longer

easy to do that between the two
countries, but it is a role that small,
neutral countries like Singapore
can play,” he said.

Mr Tharman stressed that it is
not just the countries or compa-
nies that are doing AI research and
building the most powerful prod-
ucts that should dictate the direc-
tion of travel. For instance, there is
a role for Europe to play, given that
it has leverage as a major market
for AI, he noted.
The world has to see that every

form of global cooperation does
not have to be led by a single player
or a major power, emphasised Mr
Tharman.
“They have got to be at the table,

but we all contribute and we all act
in some way to make sure that
guardrails are in place,” he said.
“Sometimes, it is the more vul-

nerable countries that are the first
to want to institute guardrails, and
the major powers eventually come
on board.”

S’pore to face AI challenge
sooner than many others,
says President Tharman
Nation is small and open but has digital
infrastructure to tap potential of new tech

Ng Wei Kai
Correspondent

President Tharman Shanmugaratnam with political commentator Ian Bremmer in
Davos, Switzerland, on Jan 20. Mr Tharman said that countries should see AI as a
positive challenge – of how to maximise human capital and build up people’s
capabilities, so as to achieve mass flourishing. PHOTO: MDDI
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REAL CHALLENGE IS IN SHARING BENEFITS OF AI

We look at AI like every other form of
productivity improvement – as a plus. And
the real challenge is that we want that plus to
be distributed up and down the workforce.

”PRESIDENT THARMAN SHANMUGARATNAM, in an interview on the sidelinesof the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland.

The number of new cancer cases
here has been rising in recent
years, but that of deaths due to
cancer here has fallen.
The cancer death rate has fallen

by 21per cent since 2012, according
to data from the Singapore Cancer
Registry Annual Report 2023, pub-
lished in January 2026 by the Na-
tional Registry of Diseases Office.
There were 72 cancer deaths for

every 100,000 people for the peri-
od between 2019 and 2023, down
from 91 between 2008 and 2012,
while the five-year survival rate
rose from53per cent to 61per cent.
This is despite an increase of

about 10 per cent in the number of
people being diagnosed with can-
cer between the two periods – 244
new cancer diagnoses per 100,000
people between 2019 and 2023, up
from 222 in the five years before.
Between 2019 and 2023, the

most commonly diagnosed cancer
in males was prostate cancer, af-
fecting 8,114, followed by colorectal
and lung cancers. For women, it
was breast cancer, followed by col-
orectal and lung cancers.
Lung, colorectal and liver can-

cers were responsible for most
cancer deaths in males, while
breast, colorectal and lung cancers
accounted for the most cancer
deaths among women and girls.
National Cancer Centre Singa-

pore medical oncology division
deputy chairman Tham Chee Kian
attributed the decline in deaths to
medical advances in cancer detec-
tion, diagnosis and treatment.
These include improved screen-

ing programmes and diagnostic
technologies allowing for cancers
to be detected at earlier, more
treatable stages, he said.
The decrease is reflective of

global trends in developed coun-
tries, noted Clinical Associate Pro-
fessor Tham.
Data from the American Cancer

Society showed that over the past
three decades, cancer deaths had
decreased by 34 per cent in the
United States.
“Mortality rates are likely to con-

tinue declining in the future with
advancements in early cancer de-
tection and cancer therapeutics,”
he said.
Dr Gloria Chan, a consultant

with the haematology-oncology
department at theNationalUniver-
sity Cancer Institute, Singapore,
noted that modern chemotherapy,
targeted therapy and immunothe-
rapy have improved disease con-
trol even in late-stage cancers.
“Precision medicine and molec-

ular profiling allow us to select
treatments more accurately and
avoid ineffective ones,” she said.
Cancer patients now also enjoy

safer surgical techniques, more
precise radiotherapy and much
better supportive care, Dr Chan
added.
“Today, we manage complica-

Decline in cancer
deaths in Singapore
despite increase
in new cases
Zhaki Abdullah
Correspondent
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The 2026 Total Defence exercise
will include simulated scams for
the first time. The public can regis-
ter from Feb 1 to take part, and par-
ticipants will be able to learn how
scams typically work and how to
protect themselves.
The exercise will focus on go-

vernment official impersonation

scams, with participants receiving
robocalls simulating scammers’
tactics at any point during a six-
month period.
The Cyber Security Agency of

Singapore is working with public
service agencies and community
groups to extend the exercise to
employees and members.

Exercise SG Ready 2026 was
launched on Feb 1 at the Total De-
fence Commemoration Event at
Our Tampines Hub. It will focus on
Singaporeans’ readiness for de-
graded digital connectivity and
prolonged power outages

SEE THE BIG STORY • A3

Total Defence •
Simulated
scams part of
2026 exercise

Marking Thaipusam with acts of faith

A record 19,000 devotees carried paalkudams (milk pots) offered to Lord Murugan, the Hindu god of courage and virtue, while 349 devotees bore kavadis during
Thaipusam, whichwas observed on Feb1. The 3.2kmprocession began at around11.20pmon Jan 31, when devotees carrying paalkudams set off fromSri Srinivasa
Perumal Temple in Serangoon Road towards Sri Thendayuthapani Temple in Tank Road. ST PHOTO: GAVIN FOO SEE THE BIG STORY • A5
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MENTAL WELL-BEING
• National Mindline: 1771
(24 hours) / 6669-1771
(via WhatsApp)
• Samaritans of Singapore:
1767 (24 hours)/ 9151-1767
(24-hour CareText via
WhatsApp)
• Singapore Association
for Mental Health:
1800-283-7019
• Silver Ribbon Singapore:
6386-1928
• Chat, Centre of
Excellence for Youth
Mental Health:
6493-6500/1
• Women’s Helpline
(Aware): 1800-777-5555
(weekdays, 10am to
6pm)
• The Seniors Helpline:
1800-555-5555
(weekdays, 9am to 5pm)
• Tinkle Friend (for
primary school-age
children):
1800-2744-788

COUNSELLING
• Touchline (Counselling):
1800-377-2252
• Touch Care Line (for
caregivers): 6804-6555
• Counselling and Care
Centre: 6536-6366
• We Care Community
Services: 3165-8017
• Shan You Counselling
Centre: 6741-9293
• Clarity Singapore:
6757-7990
• Care Corner Counselling
Centre: 6353-1180

ONLINE RESOURCES
• mindline.sg/fsmh
• eC2.sg
• chat.mentalhealth.sg
• carey.carecorner.org.sg
(for those aged 13 to 25)
• limitless.sg/talk (for
those aged 12 to 25)

Helplines

tions such as infections, malnutri-
tion, pain and treatment side ef-
fects far more effectively, which
reduces treatment-related deaths
and allows patients to stay on ef-
fective therapy longer,” she said.
Prof Tham said: “As Singapore’s

population ages and people live
longer lives, we are seeing higher
numbers of cancer cases as cancer
risk increases with age.”
He cautioned that this does not

suggest that younger people
should not be concerned about
cancer.
The Straits Times reported on

Jan 26 that cancer diagnoses
among those under 40 increased
by 34 per cent for the period be-
tween 2019 and 2023, from the fig-
ure between 2003 and 2007.
“Young adults should not ignore

unusual or worrying symptoms,
such as unexplained weight loss,
persistent fatigue, lumps or swell-
ing or pain that does not go away,
and get them checked by a doctor
immediately,” Prof Tham said.
There is now a growing global ef-

fort to better understand the caus-
es of why more young people are
impacted by cancer, said Dr Chan.
“At the same time, we must pre-

pare for the long-term survivor-

ship needs of younger patients, in-
cluding fertility, career disruption,
mental health and financial im-
pact,” she added.
The outlook for the continued

decline in cancer deaths is “cau-
tiously optimistic”, Dr Chan said,
noting the rapid advancements in
cancer research and treatment.
“Public health measures will re-

main just as important. The bene-
fits of reduced smoking prevalence
and vaccinations such as HPV (hu-
man papillomavirus) and hepatitis
B may take years to fully manifest,
but they will have a substantial
long-term impact,” she said.
“The key challenges ahead in-

clude tackling obesity, reducing
harmful environmental exposures,
and addressing cost and access
barriers so that effective cancer
treatments reach all who need
them.”
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Rise in cases among
younger people

The cancer death rate has fallen by 21 per cent since 2012, even as
cancer diagnoses rose by about 10 per cent, according to the Singapore

Cancer Registry Annual Report 2023.

Cancer deaths down

Leading cancer types in Singapore (2019-2023):
Top five for males and females

Top five cancers account for more than 60 per cent of the total cases

Male Female

Incidence:
Number of new cases of cancer per 100,000 people

2008-2012

222
91

53%

Mortality:
Number of cancer deaths per 100,000 people

Survival:
Five-year relative survival* rate

244 ()

72 ()

61% ()

2019-2023

*Relative survival is an estimated percentage of cancer patients who survive compared
with people of the same age and sex in the general population.

Source: NATIONAL REGISTRY OF DISEASES OFFICE STRAITS TIMES GRAPHICS
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The total-body PET/CT system at National University Hospital helps doctors to better detect cancer. An expert attributed
the drop in cancer deaths here to medical advances in cancer detection, diagnosis and treatment. PHOTO: LIANHE ZAOBAO

A study has found higher rates of
problematic gaming and related
problems, such as excessive gam-
ing and depression, among young
adults in Singapore than those re-
ported abroad.
The study, led by Associate Pro-

fessor in Psychology Peter Chew
from James Cook University,
looked at how common internet
gaming disorder (IGD) and gaming
disorder (GD) are among young
adults here.
Both are behavioural addictions

involving excessive, compulsive
gaming, and have been recently
added to two classification systems
for mental disorders.
The study found that 10.3 per

cent of participants met the crite-
ria for IGD,while 5 per centmet the
criteria for GD.
In comparison, prevalence rates

for problematic gaming – an um-
brella term used when assessing
gaming issues broadly – are about
5.08 per cent in Asian regions and
2.72 per cent in Europe.
The study by Prof Chew, whose

primary area of research is on be-
havioural addictions, surveyed
1,008 participants aged 18 to 40
and offers new local insights on the
scale of gaming-related disorders
among young adults.
Conducted in 2023, it was pub-

lished in academic journal Psychi-
atric Quarterly in February 2025.
Observers said the findings point

to a deeper need for connection
and a “third place” – what urban
sociologists call a social space out-
side home and school or work –
with gaming increasingly filling
that role for youth here.
Similar studies here have report-

ed problematic gaming rates of 8.7

per cent among primary and sec-
ondary school children, and 15.4
per cent for college students.
Prof Chew’s study defined IGD as

excessive online gaming marked
by symptoms such as loss of con-
trol, tolerance and withdrawal.
GD is referred to as persistent

gaming behaviour, offline and on-
line, that takes priority over other
activities and causes impairment
in daily life.
Males were more at risk than fe-

males, with 7.2 per cent to 14.6 per
cent of them meeting the criteria
for the disorders, compared with
2.8 per cent to 6.2 per cent for fe-
males.
Participants reported their gam-

ing behaviours over 12 months in
an online survey measuring their
gaming motivations, mental health
and sleep quality.
Those with disorders reported

more time spent gaming, stronger
desire for gaming motivations like
fantasy and competition, more
negative emotions like anxiety, and
poorer sleep than those without.
Experts and youth counsellors

said “push” factors such as stress,
boredom and emotional struggles,
alongside “pull” factors like immer-
sive design and built-in rewards,
can fuel problematic gaming.

The findings come amid growing
concern in Singapore over exces-
sive screen use, which some say re-
flect underlying struggles such as
academic pressure, family stress,
anxiety or depression.
“When people are stressed, they

will look for forms of escape,” said
Prof Chew, adding that in some
countries, thismay take the formof
alcohol or gambling.
But in Singapore, these outlets

are relatively costly or restricted,
he said.
In contrast, gaming and social

media are easily accessible.
Other “push” factors that drive

problematic gaming include a
search for connection, said Ms
Carmmen Lee, lead social worker
at youth organisation Trybe.
She added that many youth she

works with create virtual worlds
where they can become the person
they want to be.
“They may not have a good rela-

tionship with their family, but on-
line, theymay be able to have a dif-
ferent persona,” Ms Lee said. “This
makes them feel needed, useful,
and they want to continue to play
that role.”
Mr S. B. Viknesan, principal

counsellor at the National Addic-
tions Management Service at the

Institute of Mental Health, said
games today are becoming increas-
ingly immersive, with technologies
such as augmented reality and arti-
ficial intelligence.
“You can have relationships in

games,meet people,” he said. “This
can pull people in, especially those
going through a stressful period in
their lives.”
Some games also feature gam-

bling-like elements, such as loot
boxes or in-gamepurchases, which
can make them more addictive.
For children, phones offer a

quick escape in a country where
opportunities for play can seem
limited, with restrictions around
open spaces and schedules filled
with tuition and extracurricular
activities, Ms Lee said.
Some like Mr Narasimman Tiva-

siha Mani, co-founder of Impart,
believe that gaming is not all bad.
Many young people use games as

a space to explore their identity
and connect with peers, he said.
“A lot of youth spaces nowadays

have adults there, but what young
people need are third spaceswhere
they are seen… where they can
connect with other young people,”
Mr Narasimman said, adding that
this is part of Impart’s mission as it
works with youth facing adversi-
ties.
“Providing them positive child-

hood experiences in these spaces
can be a buffer for adversities they
face in their life,” he added.
Mr Calvin Leong, who oversees

community programmes at Im-
part, said third places allow youth
to be curious about their lives and
behaviours – including gaming –
without immediate judgment.
Such spaces, which could be online
or offline, like gyms and gatherings
over hobbies, help build social
skills, resilience and confidence.
Games help youth with low self-

esteem find purpose, he said.
“(They) show them that they can
learn, and have the potential to do
more than what they think they
can.”
Instead of demonising gaming,

MrNarasimman andMr Leong dis-
tinguish between healthy gaming
– which focuses on mastery, team-
work and connection – and un-
healthy gaming, which encourages
players to keep playing, often by
giving small, frequent rewards and
which features extreme violence.
Minecraft is an example of a

“healthy game”, which Impart uses
to reach out to youth.
Whengamingbecomesproblem-

atic, Impart encourages youth to
reflect on what the gaming experi-
ence provides for them, mirroring
the approach used in third places.
“We want to let youth know that

it’s okay to be curious, it’s okay to
want to explore,” Mr Leong said.
“We want our youth to find that
spark in them again through these
third spaces.”

HOW TO IDENTIFY SIGNS OF
HARMFUL GAMING

• Preoccupation with gaming at
the expense of other activities
• Isolation from family, friends, or
previously enjoyed social
activities
• Avoiding responsibilities or
basic self-care (for example,
skipping meals and neglecting
hygiene)
• Secretive behaviour around
gaming or screen use
• Anxiety, irritability or
aggression when devices are
taken away or access is
restricted
• High levels of stress, negative
emotions, or mood swings tied
to gaming
• Declining school or work
performance
• Difficulty waking up in the
morning or maintaining a
regular sleep schedule
• Financial strain from in-game
purchases, subscriptions
• Relationships with partners,
peers or family suffering due to
excessive gaming

TIPS FOR HEALTHY GAMING AND
ONLINE HABITS

• Take regular breaks from
gaming
• Engage in offline activities like
sports, exercise or hobbies.
Reinforce a balanced lifestyle
that includes sleep, schoolwork,
chores and family time
alongside gaming
• Talk to a trusted adult, family
member or therapist if you are
facing stress or difficult
situations
• Create a schedule or timetable
to manage gaming and other
activities
• Ensure adequate sleep and
self-care, even while gaming

TIPS FOR PARENTS TO MANAGE
GAMING

• Use the internet with your
children
• Take interest in the games they
are playing and friends they are
making online
• Teach children to recognise
unhealthy behaviour like
neglecting schoolwork, sleeping
late
• Take time daily to check in with
your children on their school
life, relationships
• Establish clear family rules for
internet use
• Choose video games that are
child-friendly and
age-appropriate; try playing
them first
• Use parental controls to limit
screen time and monitor game
usage
• Help children develop offline
coping skills to manage stress,
anxiety or other difficult
emotions

Higher rates of
problematic gaming
among young adults
in Singapore: Study
Experts point to
need for a ‘third
space’ outside home
and school or work

gabchan@sph.com.sg

A cybercafe in Indonesia. Prevalence rates for problematic gaming are about 5.08
per cent in Asia and 2.72 per cent in Europe. The Singapore study found that 10.3
per cent of participants met the criteria for internet gaming disorder. PHOTO: AFP
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