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INTERPERSONAL STRESSES AMONG URBAN FILIPINO MEN
FROM DIFFERENT SOCIAL CLASSES*

Anthony J. Marsella and Manuel Escudero

Introduction

Within recent years, investigators of Philippine
culture and personality have evidenced an in­
creased interest in the study of interpersonal
relations (see, for instance, Bulatao 1964;
Guthrie 1969, 1968; Jocano 1966; Lynch 1964;
Sechrest 1969). Among these investigators, two
distinct research interests have emerged. One
interest concerns the identification of idealized
normative interpersonal values while the second
focuses on the study of actual interpersonal
behaviors. For the most part, results from the
latter studies have revealed a large discrepancy
between the idealized normative values which
have been attributed to Filipinos and the actual
behaviors which have been observed.

For example, Lynch (1964) concluded striv­
ing for smooth interpersonal relations (SIR) was
a core value among lowland Filipinos and in­
fluenced such behaviors as pakikisama (going
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along with someone to prevent arguments or
interpersonal tension), the use of the go-between
to settle arguments, and the use of indirect or
euphemistic speech patterns. On the other hand,
in a study of actual interpersonal behaviors,
Jocano (1966) reported he recorded over 87
quarrels and ISO cases of misunderstanding
during his observations of community life in
Panay. Similarly, Sechrest, basing his conclusion
upon data derived from public records regard­
ing precipitating causes of mental disorder and
homicide, stated (1969:312) that interpersonal
relations in the Philippines were no more
smoother than in other parts of the world and
were, perhaps, "more difficult." He further
noted that this may be true because of the
" ... careful, constant monitoring and ... near­
ly transparent deviousness designed to obscure
difficulties ... (and) the strong sense of amor
propio . . . he (the Filipino) is constantly
risking . . . in areas that would be regarded as
trivial in other societies."
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The discrepancy between the conclusions of
Lynch and those of Jocano and Sechrest is strik­
ing but understandable since their aims were so
different. However,a number of issues remained
unresolved centering not upon "SIR" or "No
SIR" but rather upon the specific conditions in
which these behaviors occur-what interpersonal
situations and interpersonal relations are, in
fact, stressful for the Filipino?

In order to study this latter question, efforts
were made to assess social class differences in
the frequency of interpersonal stress among
urban Filipino men and to identify the partic­
ular situations and relationships which might be
most stressful. The present paper is concerned
with the results of these efforts.

Method

Subjects. The subjects were 96 male, married
Filipinos residing in the Sampaloc municipal
district of Manila. Each subject was randomly
recruited for participation and was assigned to
one of six groups according to his age (young
[30-42], middle [43-55], old [56-68]), and
social class position (high or low), thus per­
mitting a 2 x 3 research design with 16 respond­
ents in each cell.

Social class was determined by the subject's
reported monthly income, occupation, educa­
tion, and father's occupation. For inclusion in
the high-class group, an individual had to have
a monthly income above 900 pesos, have a pro­
fessional, administrative, or business position,
have a minimum of a B.A. degree, and come
from a high-class family. For inclusion in the
low-class group, an individual had to have a
monthly income below 500 pesos, have a labor
or clerical position, have at most a high school
diploma, and come from a low-class family. The
average monthly household income of the low­
class subjects and the high-class subjects was
266 pesos and 1047 pesos, respectively. These
amounts should be interpreted in terms of 1967
standards when the approximate rate of ex­
change was 3.80 pesos to the dollar. Occupa­
tions of the low class subjects included the
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following: laborers, barbers, drivers, and ven­
dors; those of the high class subjects included

·lawyers, physicians, executives, and educators.
The groups were matched for age to minimize
the effects of age-role differences.

Procedures and materials. Each subject was
administered an extensive interview schedule, of
which the interpersonal stress frequency check­
list was a part, by a team of two supervisory­
level Filipino social workers. A total of four
interview teams participated in the investigation
with each team interviewing four subjects in
each of the six conditions for balance. Each
subject was interviewed over a period of four
sessions for a total number of eight to 12 hours.
This procedure decreased fatigue and increased
interviewer-interviewee contact. For the inter­
personal stress task, subjects were asked to give
the frequency (often, sometimes, seldom, never)
of their being upset (angry, sad, worried) in 12
different interpersonal situations across fivedif­
ferent interpersonal relations (family, relatives,
friends, superiors, strangers). Of the 12 inter­
personal situations, the stress focus was in­

.ternally-oriented for five situations and ex­
ternally-oriented for sevensituations (see Tables
I and 2). Thus, there were a total of 25 in­
ternally-oriented stress situations and 35 ex­
ternally-oriented stress situation-relationship
combinations which could be explored. The
nature of the task permitted the investigation
of interpersonal stress more closely than pre­
vious studies by focusing upon the frequency
of stress associated with specific interpersonal
situations and specific interpersonal relation­
ships.

Results

The results are presented in Tables 1 and 2.
In each case, the percentage of "often" and
"sometimes" responses to the stress statements
are cited according to social class. The results
can be summarized as follows:

1. For both social classes, the percentages of
subjects reporting a high frequency of
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Table 1 tn
0

Percentages of "Often" and "Sometimes" responses to the self-oriented interpersonal
Z

F=
stress statements, classified by respondent's social class, crossclassified by status tn

ofpeople to whom statement referred (Sampaloc, Manila, 1967-68). ;l
ttl
tn

Familyl Relatives Friends Superiors Strangers tn
Statement MEAN ttl

tn

••• •• • • ~I. Not meeting obliga- HIGH (47) 36% (47) 23% (47) 29% (46) 32% (47) 6% (47) 26% 0
tions to others: LOW (44) 77%' (44) 50% (44) 44% (40) 52% (44) 11% (43) 47% Z

0• • c::2. Having to ask others HIGH (47) 29% (47) 20% (47) 25% (46) 10% (47) 3% (47) 17% :;l:l

for help: LOW (44) 47% (44) 29% (44) 29% (40) 30% (44) 9% (43) 30% t:ll
>

3. Saying things you
Z••• •• •• • "r:I

HIGH (47) 40% (47) 27% (47) 27% (46) 30% (47) 10% (47) 28% -wish you would not e-
LOW (44) 74% (44) 54% (44) 52% (39) 47% (44) 23% (43) 49% ~have said to others: Z

4. Doing things you .- • • • • 0

HIGH (47) 38% (47) 34% (47) 31% (46) 28% (47) 12% (47) 30% a::
wish you would not ~
have done to others: LOW (43) 67% (43) 55% (44) 54% (39) 51% (44) 22% (43) 49%

5. Not being able to do
HIGH (47) 29% (47) 25% (47) 25% (46) 26% (47) 12% (47) 23%things as well as

others: LOW (44) 40% (44) 36% (44) 25% (40) 30% (44) 13% (43) 30%

•• • •
HIGH (47) 34% (47) 26% (47) 28% (46) 26% (47) 9%

MEAN LOW (44) 61%' (44) 46% (44) 41% (40) 43% (44) 16%

lNumbers in parentheses are absolute frequencies of replies. The following symbols represent results of tests of significance (chi-square): ·significant at the 0.05 'level;
··at the 0.01 level; ···at the 0.001 level.
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~ Table 2~

:> Percentages of "Often" and "Sometimes" responses to the other-oriented interpersonal
~

~
stress statements, classified by respondent's social class, crossclassified by status

~
ofpeople to whom statement referred (Sampaloc, Manila, 1967 -68).

~ Social0 Statement Familyl Relatives Friends Superiors \:, Strangers MEAN
...:l class
0
g *** *
~

I. People r-ot repaying HIGH (47) 32% (47) 28% (47) 34% (45) 24% (47) 23% (47) 28%
~ obligations to me: LOW (44) 61% (44) 43% (44) 30% (38) 26% (44) 16% (42) 36%
~ 2. Not-receiving the HIGH (46) 15% (46) 13% (46) 20% (45) 23% (46) 8% (46) 15%e; same chances as others: LOW (44) 27% (44) 23% (44) 23% (40) 15% (44) 9% (43) . 19%
...:l
53 **
l:l.o

3. People speaking HIGH (47) 36% (47) 36% (47) 36% (45) 33% (47) 17% (47) 32%
against me: LOW (44) 64% (44) 50% (43) 44% (38) ·37% (43) 12% (42) 43%

4. Not getting the atten-
(47~ (47~*tion, praise, or recogni- HIGH 40% 21% (47) 23% (46) 35% (47) 9% (47) 26%

tion deserved from LOW (44) 55% (44) 43% (44) 32% (40) 35% (44) 14% (43) 35%
others:

•5. Not being under- HIGH (47) 57% (47) 40% (47) 40% (45) 36% (47) 15% (47) 38%
stood by others: LOW (44) 71% (44) 55% (44) 43% (40) 38% (44) 18% (43) 47%

6. Not being able to show
my anger, frustration, HIGH (47) 36% (47) 32% (47) 32% (46) 25% (47) 15% (47) 28%
or dislike when I LOW (44) 46% (44) 34% (44) 30% (40) 28%. (44) 9% (43) 30%
want to others:

7. Others getting things
they don't deserve HIGH (47) 38% (47) 34% (47) 30% (46) 30% (47) 17% (47) 32%
and acting haughty LOW (43) 47% (43) 28% (43) 19% (39) 21% (43) 14% (42) 27%
about it:

MEAN HIGH (47j 36% (47) 30% (47) 32% (46) 28% (47) 15%
LOW (44) 52% (44) 39% (44) 32% (39) 28% (44) 14%

lNumbers in parentheses are absolute frequencies of replies. The following symbols represent results of tests of significance (chi-square): ~significant at the O.lO level;
**at the 0.05 level; ***at the 0.01 level.
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interpersonal stress was quite large, sug­
gesting that interpersonal relations in the
Philippines are indeed quite stressful.

2. A number of social class differences were
found among the specific combinations of
situations-relationships indicated in Tables
I and 2. In almost all these cases, the
lower class subjects reported the greater
frequency of stress.

3. With reference to the type of interpersonal
situation found to be most stressful, lower
class subjects reported a significantly
greater frequency of being stressed than
high-class subjects in regard to "not meet­
ing obligations to others," and "saying
and doing things you wish you would not
have said to others."

4. With reference to the interpersonal rela­
tionships found to be most stressful, lower
class subjects reported a significantly
greater frequency of being stressed than
high class subjects by family, relatives,
and superiors for the self-oriented stress
statements. No differences were found for
the other-oriented statements.

5. Among the specific situation-relationship
combinations investigated, "Not meeting
obligations to family" was the most fre­
quently reported self-oriented stress for
low-class subjects while "Saying things
you wish you would not have said to
family" was the counterpart for high-class
subjects.

6. Among the specific situation-relationship
combinations investigated, "Not being
understood by family" was the most fre­
quently reported other-oriented stress for
subjects from both classes.

7. Although the lower-classsubjects generally
reported a higher frequency of stress than
the high-class subjects, there were some
reversals in this pattern. For example,
high-class subjects reported a greater,
though statistically insignificant, frequen­
cy of stress for the following situation­
relationship units: "Not being able to

show my anger, frustration, or dislike to
friends and strangers" and "Friends, rela­
tives, superiors, and strangers getting things
they don't deserve and acting haughty
about it."

8. Lastly, a rank-order correlation (.47) be·
tween rankings of the various interper­
sonal stress situation for the two groups
suggested that differences existed among
the specific situations found to be stress­
ful. In general, lower-class subjects re­
ported higher frequencies of stress for
self-oriented statements while high-class
subjects reported greater frequencies of
stress for other-oriented statements.

Discussion

One of the more general fmdings of the
present investigation was the extremely large
proportion of subjects, regardless of social class,
who reported high frequencies of interpersonal
stress. Judging from the high percentage of
subjects who reported interpersonal stress, (e.g.,
71 per cent of lower class subjects indicating
they are frequently not understood by family
members), interpersonal relations in the Philip­
pines may well be "more difficult" than in
other parts of the world, as Sechrest claimed.
Of course, it must be remembered that the pre­
sent results were based on an urban male sample
and it is quite possible that life in the rural areas
may be more consistent with verbalized norma­
tive values.

As we expected, lower-class subjects reported
a greater frequency of interpersonal stress than
high-class subjects. This fmding is consistent
with other reports on social status differences
and mental adjustment, such as Dohrenwend's
(1961). One interpretation of this finding is
that lower-class subjects are more limited in the
material, social, and psychological resources
which might potentially mediate interpersonal
stress. They live in extremely dilapidated and
crowded quarters, wondering in some cases
where their next meal will come from; little
money is available for them to meet their per-



74

sonal or family needs and their few interper­
sonal or social resources are often miles away in
the provinces. Their own feelings of self-respect
and adequacy are often tendered by the aware­
ness that they are failing in their roles as hus­
band, father, and relative.

Some investigators, it should be noted, have
ciaimed that the interpersonal life of the poor
actually provides many supports. For example,
Laquian stated (1968:198): "They have a close­
ly knit society _characterized by face-to-face
relationships which provide them with personal
and psychological security amidst the bewilder­
ing complexity of the city .... Life in the slums
-is more warm. People know each other; they
assist each other in many traditional ways ...
It is obviously true that lower class people know
each other, assist each other, and find some
security and probably solace. from each other;
however, the present results suggest that inter­
personal stress, whether a function of the in­
dividual's own felt limitations or the limitations
of others, pervades the life of the lower-class
male Filipino.

Although the differences are not statistically
significant, lower-class subjects tend to report a
greater frequency of stress for self-oriented
statements, while high-class subjects tend to
report a greater frequency of stress for other­
orientedstatements. This suggests that the latter
see interpersonal stress as arising from the limita­
tions of others, while the former see themselves
as the locus of difficulty. These stylistic differ­
ences may have important implications for class
differences in self-concepts and suggest varia­
tions in the psychological coping style of the
different classes.

The emergence of the family (spouse, chil­
dren, parents, siblings) as the most stressful
interpersonal relationships was at first some­
what surprising; however, it is quite under­
standable since it is precisely at the family level
~here obligations are most demanding for the
Filipino and a careless word or deed filled with
the greatest implication for the future. It is in
the family where the greatest tests of loyalty and
masculine-role fulfillment occur and yet, para-
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doxically, it would appear that it is in the
family where others may be most prone to speak
against one, not meet their obligations, nor give
the understanding or personal rewards one seeks
from them. The present results may well mirror
the dilemma of the urban Filipino male caught
between traditional family life and contem­
porary psychological demands. '

Lastly, worthy of note are the few reversals
in the trend of lower-class subjects reporting
greater frequencies of interpersonal stress than
high-class subjects. Whereas "Others getting
things they don't deserve and acting haughty
about it" was ranked II th in frequency for the
low-class subjects; it was third among the high­
class subjects. This fmding suggests that the
latter group is more concerned with others out­
doing them; "keeping up with the Ramos's" is
more important for them. Or, it might well be
that among the lower class, few people do get
things they don't deserve and they do not act
haughty about it when they do.

Thus, within the context of the present
paper, it would appear that the discrepancy be­
tween idealized normative interpersonal' values
and actual behaviors is quite large and the para­
meters of interpersonal stress worthy of in­
creased exploration.

Summary

As part of larger study of culture and mental
disorders in the Philippines, efforts were made
to assess the frequency of interpersonal stress
across various interpersonal situations and rela­
tionships for different social classes. Previous
research indicated a broad discrepancy existed
between idealized normative interpersonal values
held by Filipinos and their actual interpersonal
behaviors. The present results revealed that re­
ports of actual interpersonal relations in the
Philippines are not consistent with idealized
normative values which are espoused and that
broad social class differences exist in the fre­
quency of interpersonal stress which is exper­
ienced across various interpersonal situation­
relationship combinations.
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Changeis inevitable when persons of one cul­
ture settle among a people of a background
different from their own. Such change can be
mutually beneficial and enriching-or it can
be disastrous. Thousands of Filipinos are ex­
periencing diverse cultural encounters: pro"
vincianos migrate to the cities; Docanos settle
among the mountaineers of Northern Luzon;
Visayansmove into Muslim territories; teach­
ers, health workers, missionaries, government
workers live among peoples of another cul­
ture ..The daily papers chronicle the grim re­
sults of many of these encounters.

Since 1958, a group of Roman Catholic
and Protestant teachers, missionaries, and
other leaders have met annually in Baguio
City for two purposes: to learn about the
dynamics of cultural encounter; and to ex­
plore ways by which their own cross-cultural
experiences can become more fruitful. Many
scholarly and prophetic papers have been
read at the fourteen Baguio Religious Accul­
turation Conferences held since 1958. This
book brings together a selection from them.
Some of the material in this book has appear­
ed previously in scholarly journals, but much
of it is published here for the rust time.

Part one deals with "Culture, Accultur­
ation, and the Missionary Enterprise," and
includes chapters by such eminent anthropo­
logists as Robert B. Fox, Edward P. Dozier,
Hubert Reynolds, and F. Landa Jocano.

Part two focuses on culture change in
the highlands of Luzon. Fr. Francis Lamb­
recht, CICM, writes about the resistance of
the Ifugaos to cultural change. William Henry
Scott maintains that the Apo-Dios concept
among the mountaineers is due to accultura­
tion rather than to a previous belief in a
supreme deity. Dr. Scott and Alfredo G.
Pacyaya describe religious acculturation in
Sagada, Mountain Province.

Part three deals with "Filipino Lan­
guages, Families, Cities." It includes a report
of the study of "Fertility Patterns in Cebu,"
by William T. Liu; a report of the "BRAC
1961 Filipino Family Survey," by Fr. Frank
Lynch and Perla Q. Makil; a discussion of the
Filipino urban family by Richard P. Poethig;
and "Inner Tondo as a Way of Life;" by Mary
R. Hollnsteiner.

Teachers, businessmen, health workers,
government officials, missionaries, agricultur­
alists, engineers, settlers-all who live and
work among a people other than their Own­
will gain new insight from this book. They
will learn about the customs and values of
several Filipino peoples; they will analyze
fruitful and disastrous crosscultural contacts;
and they will gain perspective on their own
practices.
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