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When his grandmother died earlier 
this year, 16-year-old Alan (not his 
real name) felt distressed, but could 
not quite describe his feelings. 

“He said he felt very tired all the 
time, so he stayed home, and then 
he felt very scared he was missing 
school and not keeping up with his 
schoolwork,” said Ms Andrea Chan, 
head of Touch Youth Intervention, 
which  Alan  approached  for  help  
about  six  weeks  after  his  grand-
mother’s death. 

“They use words like scared but, 
actually, they are anxious.”

Alan has a  fairly good relation-
ship with his parents, but his grand-
mother was his main caregiver and 
the one whom he confided in. 

“Losing her was like losing a secu-
rity blanket,” said Ms Chan.

He is among a growing group of 
youth who are seeking help early 
for their mental-health concerns.

They  are  approaching  places  
such as Chat – the youth outreach 
arm  of  the  Institute  of  Mental  
Health (IMH) – and Touch Youth 
Intervention,  both of which have 
reported a rise in their number of 
clients in the past few years.

Data that Chat, or the Community 
Health Assessment Team, released 
last week showed that more than 
1,700 youth approached it last year, 
a far cry from the 50 it had when it 
started a decade ago. 

Touch  Youth  Intervention  
received 183 calls on mental-health 
concerns  last  year,  when  it  
launched  a  public  education  
campaign on mental health, com-
pared with just 11 in 2017.

In  today’s  dynamic,  fast-paced  
society, youth may face more stres-
sors than before.

“For the youth, mental well-being 
interferes  with  their  growth  and  
development and may disrupt their 
transition  to  adulthood,”  said  a  
spokesman for the Singapore Asso-
ciation for Mental Health.

“Stress is one of the contributing 
and, oftentimes, a triggering factor 
for mental-health issues.”

Dr Charmaine Tang, a consultant 
at  IMH  and  deputy  programme  
director of Chat, said the top stres-
sors among the youth they see at 
Chat  are  relationship  problems,  
followed by studies or  work,  and 
then emerging adult  responsibili-
ties. 

The relationship problems need 
not be romantic ones, but can be 
relationships  with  peers,  for  in-
stance.

Dr Tang said social media can add 
a layer of complexity to the prob-
lems some youth face. 

She  has  seen  a  lot  of  cyber-  
bullying cases among the youth. 

While Chat targets those aged 16 to 

30 and hopes to reach out to more 
young working adults, its clients are 
currently mainly aged 16 to 21. 

She said: “They may post pictures 
of  themselves  looking  good,  
looking slimmer, or of their things 
in the hope of being perceived in a 
certain way.” 

However, their friends may not 
give them a like or may post nasty 
comments, she said.

She cited a recent case at Chat – a 
girl, who was about 16 and slightly 
plump, was bullied in school.

“They  were  poking  fun  at  her,  
calling her fat and ugly. Whatever 
she  posted  on  Instagram,  people  
would slam her.  That  caused her  
quite a bit of distress. 

“She was referred by the school 
counsellor  as  she  had  suicidal  
thoughts and was self-harming.”

Another  of  Dr  Tang’s  patients,  
who  came  through  Chat,  was  a  
polytechnic  student  who  was  
stressed  with  the  heavy  load
in  school  and  by  her  parents’  
divorce. 

“She  felt  down  and  had  poor  
sleep.  She  had  to  do  a  lot  of  
presentations  and  would  have  
panic  attacks  before  that.  She  
started  to  skip  school,”  said  
Dr Tang, who put the student on 
anti-depressants  for  a  period  of  
time and sent her for therapy. 

Many  of  the  youth  who  ap-
proached Chat have depression or 
anxiety. Others may have bipolar 
disorder. 

Dr Tang said there is also a group 
who come through Chat who have 
psychosis. 

“Psychosis hits people at a very 
young age, those who are aged 15 to 
25.  You  feel  alone.  You  may  be  
hearing voices or having paranoid 
delusions,” she said.

As Chat is not a clinic, the youth 
social workers will refer the youth 
for psychiatric help or counselling. 

Touch,  however,  offers  coun-
selling and refers only those who 
need psychiatric help. 

It has a team of 17 counsellors and 
social workers, up from 12 last year 
and just six about two years ago.

The four common mental-health 
issues among the youth – mostly 
aged 12 to 21 – at Touch are depres-
sion, anxiety, eating disorders and 
self-harming, said Ms Chan.

“We  are  becoming  more  fast-
paced, expectations are higher and 
there’s  the  pressure  to  measure  
up,” she said. 

“Our children are also not becom-
ing more resilient.”

She acknowledged that it can be 
tough for parents today as they are 
also living in a pressure-cooker envi-
ronment.

“We focus on enrichment classes 
to help our children, as those are 
measurable. Mental health – that is 
something we don’t see and can’t 
measure,” she said.

“I have youth coming to me to say 
they feel nothing about the situa-
tions in their life as they are unable 
to identify their feelings.”

Alan, who was quite a pessimist, 
was one of them. 

“He  said  he  didn’t  know  how
he was feeling. After some probing, 
he  said  he  felt  sad.  We  see  this
quite frequently,” said Ms Chan of 
the youth. 

Fortunately,  there  is  growing  
awareness  of  mental  health  and  
reduced stigma, she said. 

In the past, if a young person had 
a mental disorder, he or his parents 
may not seek help. 

Younger  people,  however,  are  
more open about seeking help, said 
Ms Chan and Dr Tang.

Dr  Tang  added:  “We  all  face  
mental-health  challenges.  There  
are  moments  when  we  do  feel  
down or anxious. 

“The best approach is to acknow-
ledge that we are facing it and to do 
something about it, and not let it  
fester.” 
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What are somecommon
travel illnesses?
QMy family is about to embark

on a year-end holiday. What
are some common travel illnesses
we should look out for?

ASome common travel ill-
nesses to look out for include

influenza, or the flu, and gastro-
enteritis. These illnesses can oc-
cur when travelling to colder cli-
mates as viruses multiply more
easily and survive longer in cold
environments. They can also oc-
cur when there is a seasonal flu
outbreak or food or surface con-
tamination.

Some people with the flu may
run a high fever. Other common
symptoms include a cough,
runny nose and sore throat. Chil-
dren, the elderly and pregnant
women are at a higher risk for
complications like pneumonia.

Gastroenteritis is quite com-
mon among travellers too. It can
cause vomiting, diarrhoea, ab-
dominal pain and fever. Gastro-
enteritis may spread from one
person to another or when some-
one touches contaminated food
or surfaces. It is important to
consult a doctor, especially if you
have symptoms of severe gastro-
enteritis, such as persistent vom-
iting or severe diarrhoea, which
can cause dehydration.

What precautions
should we take to avoid
getting sick?
Make sure that you are fit to trav-
el before any trip. If you feel un-
well, consult a doctor who can
assess your condition and advise
whether you should postpone
the trip. You may also consider
getting influenza vaccines. The
flu vaccination usually takes ef-
fect in about two weeks, thus it’s
better to plan for it a few weeks
before your trip.
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What are some other
travel tips to help prevent
illnesses?
●Practise food and water
safety and hygiene
Avoid food that is raw or under-
cooked and be careful about eating
food bought from street vendors.
Drink water from clean sources.
Do also wash your hands thor-
oughly with soap and water after
using the toilet and before meals.

●Bring a first-aid kit and
medications for common illnesses
Some suggested items to bring
along on your trip include plas-
ters, bandages, gauze, cleaning
solution, topical antibiotic oint-
ment, a thermometer and medica-
tions for pain, fever, flu, vomiting,
diarrhoea and motion sickness.

●Seek emergency care if
symptoms are severe
Do not wait until you return
to Singapore to seek medical
attention as your condition may
deteriorate.

●Check travel advisories
The Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention puts up travel
notices about disease outbreaks
on its website (wwwnc.cdc.gov/
travel/notices). Travellers should
stay informed and avoid these
areas where possible. Pre-travel
vaccination may be advised in
certain cases.

In the last few years, there
have been measles outbreaks.
Avoid travelling to affected re-
gions with infants who have not
been immunised.

It is important to take precautions against common travel illnesses
so that your family stays healthy on your trip. PHOTO: ISTOCK
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HOW TO TAKE PART
1. Download the SPH Rewards app.
2. Look for the giveaway in the Rewards section.
3. Press the “Join” button and answer this question:
Does Osia Steak and Seafood Grill source 
its meats directly from premium farms in 
Australia? Yes or No

Win a four-course 
menu at Osia Steak 
and Seafood Grill 
worth $330++

This festive season, share the joy of feasting 
with friends and family at Osia Steak and 
Seafood Grill at Resorts World Sentosa (RWS) 
over scrumptious platters of quality meats 
and seafood perfectly grilled on lava stones 
or roasted in a stone hearth oven. 
The restaurant’s hearty four-course festive dinner, available from Dec 1 to 23, starts with 
an inviting charcuterie plate with house-marinated olives and �gs, followed by a juicy 
grilled meats plate with seared sweet pork rack chop, Angus beef, ribeye steak and 
pasture-fed lamb rack sourced from premium farms in Australia. There is also a seafood 
plate generously heaped with grilled Maine lobster, Skull Island king prawn, Fremantle 
octopus, Hokkaido scallop and New Zealand little neck clam. For dessert, a trio of rich 
chocolate creations, including Osia’s signature chocolate soup, will sweeten up the evening. 

The dinner on Dec 2 is hosted by 
The Straits Times food editor 
Tan Hsueh Yun.

The Straits Times, in partnership with 
RWS, is giving away a dining treat at 
Osia Steak and Seafood Grill for two 
worth $330++. Twelve lucky winners will 
be picked as part of the ST+ news with 
bene�ts programme. 

For a chance to win, take part in this 
contest, which closes on Nov 25. 
Winners will be noti�ed by Nov 27.

Understanding asthma
and lungcancer
Q I am a 29-year-old

non-smoker with a history of
asthma. Do I have a higher risk
of developing lung cancer?

A It has been hypothesised that
asthma may increase the risk

of developing lung cancer due to
a persistent inflammatory state
in the lung and airways. But stud-
ies on this association have led to
conflicting results.

Causes and symptoms
of asthma
Asthma is a chronic long-term
disease of the lungs, which caus-
es the airways in the lungs to get
inflamed and narrow, making
breathing difficult.

The World Health Organiza-
tion estimates that approximate-
ly 300 million people worldwide
suffer from asthma, making it
the most common chronic lung
disease. Coughing, wheezing,
shortness of breath and chest
tightness are some of the com-
mon symptoms of asthma.

The exact reason people de-
velop asthma is not entirely
clear, but it is often caused by a
combination of environmental
and genetic factors. It is largely
treatable with medication.

Causes and symptoms
of lung cancer
Lung cancer starts either in
the walls of the lungs’ airways
(called bronchi or bronchioles)
or air sacs (called alveoli).

The two main types of lung
cancer are non-small cell lung
cancerandsmall-cell lungcancer.
In Singapore, lung cancer is the
second most common cancer in
men, and the third most common
cancer in women.

In addition, the risk of
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developing lung cancer is three
times higher in men as com-
pared to women. The biggest
risk factor for lung cancer is to-
baccosmoking,butcasesof lung
cancers in non-smokers have
become increasingly common.

A number of meta-analyses
(statistical endeavours to com-
bine data from multiple studies)
of asthma and lung cancer have
also shown conflicting results,
with some showing a risk of lung
cancer in asthmatics (especially
non-smokers) and some not
showing any causal association.

These studies are hard to
interpret due to a number of
confounding variables such as
the history of tobacco use, expo-
sure to other carcinogens, race,
age and other factors.

It should be noted that the
Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention in the United
States, as well as European and
American Cancer Societies, do

not label asthma as a risk factor
for lung cancer.

Reducing the risk of
lung cancer
There are a few recommended
measures that may help to reduce
your risk of lung cancer:
n Do not smoke;
n Avoid exposure to second-

hand smoke;
n Maintain a healthy and

balanced diet and exercise
regularly; and

n Avoid areas with polluted air.

Senior consultant,
medical oncology
OncoCare Cancer Centre

The link between asthma and lung cancer can be unclear. PHOTO: ISTOCK

Brought to you by

DrAkhil Chopra

The Institute of Mental Health’s 
youth outreach arm Chat as well 
as Touch Youth Intervention say 
more young people are seeking 
help on mental-health issues

HELPLINES 

CHAT: Call 6493-6500/ 
6493-6501 or e-mail 
chat@mentalhealth.sg

SINGAPORE ASSOCIATION 
FOR MENTAL HEALTH: 
Call 1800-283-7019

SAMARITANS OF 
SINGAPORE: 
Call 1-800-221-4444 or 
e-mail pat@sos.org.sg

Joyce Teo

For the youth, mental 
well-being interferes 
with their growth 
and development 
and may disrupt 
their transition to 
adulthood. Stress 
is one of the 
contributing 
and, oftentimes, 
a triggering factor 
for mental-health 
issues. 
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A SPOKESMAN FOR THE SINGAPORE 
ASSOCIATION FOR MENTAL HEALTH
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