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WHEN I FIRST ARRIVED in the Philip
pines some twenty years ago, I had the
pleasure of meeting my parents-in-law
for the first time. I found Tatay to be a
healthy and good-hearted man, an avid
reader of the Manila Bulletin, and
(miracle of miracles) a government ad
ministrator who still knew what it meant
to regard one's office as a public trust.
Nanay struck me at first as frail but it
didn't take long for me to catch on that
she was actually a strong-willed person,
transparently honest, ever industrious
and careful enough with the family purse
so as to preserve their much-valued fi
nancial independence. Oh, and there
was one more thing. Tatay beat me
twenty games running at chess before I
finally lucked out a victory and Nanay
had a fifty-fifty chance of coming out the
winner every time we sat down for a
game of Scrabble. This for a son-in-law
with a Ph.D. and the experience of
learning English as his mother tongue.

With an experience like that to fall
back on, is it any wonder that I have a
difficult time viewing the Filipino elderly
in basically problematic terms? QUite the
contrary, in fact. For me, they are a na
tional treasure, an asset in every sense of
the word. With Peter Laslett (himself a

septuagenarian) I would argue therefore
that

the belief that older people are
incapable and unproductive, the
used-up, fag-end of the popula
tion, is disastrous. It is disas
trous not only for older persons
themselves who suffer so much
from the stigma which attaches
to Old Age, but for the whole
structure of the Society to
which they belong (Laslett,
1993, p.9).

I am, of course, running well ahead
of my data in all of this. A sample size of
only two is a bit small, to say nothing of
the need to carefully sort through all the
sociological and anthropological obser..
vations on the Filipino elderly which
have been collected to date. That, in
fact, is the whole rationale for the
present paper. But surely it will not be
remiss for me at this early juncture to
point out that such astute observers as
Mita Pardo de Tavera and Mercedes
Concepcion have agreed with my gener+
ally optimistic outlook on the present
situation of the Filipino elderly.' For that
matter, too, so have our best writers of
fiction. We may sense the bittersweet
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nostalgia of Bienventdo N. Santos' Fabia
(in "Scent of Apples") or chuckle at
Charlie Quinton, the self-proclaimed
cynic of Jose Dalisay's "Oldtimer". But
in either event these characters cannot
but impress us with their ethic of hard
work, integrity and generosity to friends
and family. Most of all they are survivors,
come what may.

Note, however, my emphasis on the
word "present." For the world that we
once knew is falling away, a world sup
ported by small-scale agriculture, bol
stered by a tradition of family solidarity
and characterized by age-based patterns
of respect and deference. The elderly fit
easily within this sort of world but may
have greater difficulties adjusting to the
Philippines of the twenty-first century,
characterized, as it may well be, by an
increasingly urban landscape, possible
NIC-hood and the ever-greater penetra
tion of a media-based "world culture".

The main question, therefore, is one
of social and cultural change, of recent
trends and their most plausible projec
tion forward to the next few decades.
But here we come up a btt short. De
mographers can tell us much about re
cent changes in fertility and mortality.
Economists have elaborate models de
picting trends over time in the balance of
trade or the number of Filipinos living
below the poverty line. Geographers
have even chartered for us the shooklnq
decline in the country's forest cover. And
why not? These are all "problems" of
great and immediate importance. But
not so the elderly. And thus there is no
neat little time series data on the aged,
their lives, their most pressing concerns.
To a great extent there' is not even a
comparable set of census tabulations on
such basic variables as' household struc
ture or employment status.!
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We are thrust back, therefore, onto
simpler-and 'cruder-statistical tools.'
Marginal distributions from a few one-shot
surveys, comparative figures from neigh
boring countries, simple correlations In
wiving residence or levels of educational
attainment. This is not the best of aU ana
lytical worlds, of course, but our choices
are.llrnited, particularly when it comes to
quantifying the more subtle dimensions of
the social life of aged people-familial in
teractions, economic exchanges, parental
advice, filial concern. As Eileen Sarmiento
(1990, p. 80) has argued, knowledge
about the Filipino elderly ,

leaves much to be desired.
It is widely recognized that...
studies on the family, particu

,Iarly on the Filipino aged in
the context of...family struc

. ture, are relatively few..

Which .ts not to say that we are com
pletely bereft on this score. An excellent
review of anthropological observations
about the aged in Philippine communities
has already been prepared by Ma. Elena
Lopez (1991). We also have two large
scale survey studies of the Filipino elderly
which were recently carried out under the
auspices of the World Health Organiza
tion and the Australian Government's
ASEAN Population Program. These will
be respectively referred to in thisarticle as
the "WHO" and "ASEAN" studies (d.
Andrews, et aI., 1986; Domingo, Feranil
and associates, 1990). There are other wri
tings as well, although Ivery much doubt if
a full bibliography on the topic would run
to more than a scoreor two of pages.

There are,' nonetheless, anumber of
very practical reasons as to why contem
porary social scientists ought to be paying
greater attention to the elderly in our midst.
For one thing, demographic projections
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indicate that this age category is dueto ex
pand by more than two million persons
durmq the two-decade period 1980-2000.
Subsequent increases will be even greater,
so that by the year2030 about 14 percent
of all Filipinos wUl be 60 years of age or
older, as compared to a mere five percent
today (Concepcion, 1988, Tables 1 and
2). Indeed, a comparative analysis of the
status of the older population in eighteen
nations of Asia and the Pacific showed the
Filipino elderly as being projected to grow
at a faster rate durinq the period 1980
2000 than was expected for any of. the
other countries included in the survey
(Martin, 1987, Table 1).

The fact that older people are also
experiencing lower death rates today than
has been true for any other period in his
tory should also be kept in mind whenas
sessing the developmental impact of this
group upon the larger society. A little less
than half of all Filipinos surviving to age
65 may now be expected to live another
fifteen years (Flieger and Cabigon, 1994,
pp. 12 and 13). Many will live on for an
other two decades or even longer. The
economic implications of this emerging
trend are, of course, considerable. Will
these be years of continued productivity
on the part of the elderly or will the mem
bers of this group be Increasingly subject
to all the Infirmities of mind and body that
are now so common among older people
In the industrial societies of Europe, Ja
pan, and North Amertca?" The former al
ternative Is not only far preferable but
also potentially attainable, given a modi
cum of foresight and socially responsible
planning. But that, again, will require a
greater concern for the elderly on the part
of those of us In the social science com
munity, a concern that would seem to be
quite appropriate given the certainty that
their state will be ours to share In just a
few short years.

TheFilipino Elderly:
A Statistical Profile

The first matter of business must surely
be to come up with a simple description
of the Filipino elderly in these last few
decades of the twentieth century. Who
are these people, really? Howand where
do they live? What are their social and
demographic characteristics? Once we
have some answers to these questions it
may prove possible to move on to the
more complex social and economic
problems touched on in myintroduction.

To begin then, the 1990 census listed
a total of 2,060,086 Filipinos aged 65
years and over. According to projections,
the size of this groupmay beexpected to
grow to nearly three million bythe turn of
the century and 7.7 million by the year
2025 (Martin, 1988a, Table 1).

Filipino women enjoy a life expect
ancywhich Is about five years longer, on
average, than that which has been noted
for males (Flelger, Abenoja and Lim,
1981, Tables 6 and 6). As a result,
women outnumber men among the aged
in this country. As of 1990, 54 percent
of the elderly population were female.
Projections presented by Mercedes
Concepcion (1988, Table 4) show this
tendency as growing even stronger in
the near future, with the percentage fe
male eventually leveling off at about 56.5
percent bythe year 2020.

About a third of the Filipino elderly
are aged 75 years or older. Based on the
experience of other countries we may
expect that future growth rates for this
group will be even more rapid than those
found among the so-called "young-old"
(ages 65-74) category (d. Palabrica
Costello, 1980). It seems likely that this
projected trend will eventually place
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increasing strain on families, health care
providers and various retirement benefit
programs.

Somewhat conflicting results have
been reported on the marital status dis-

. tribution Of the Filipino elderly (e.g.,
Concepcion, 1988; Martin, 1988a;
Casterline, Domingo, Eu and Kabamalan,
1991). Differences in sampling metho
dologies or in the definition of the age
boundary for the elderly population may
account for this. The general pattern, in
any event, would appear to show that

. roughly 60 percent of the elderly are cur-
o rently married, with a little less than a

third being widowed, six percent never
married, and less than one percent di
vorced or separated. Males are much
more likely to be currently married than
females, more than half of whom are ei
ther widowed or unmarried. -In compari
son .to women from thirteen other
countries in southern and eastern Asia,

o elderly Filipinas rank unusually high
(highest in fact) with regard to their rep
resentation in the never married cate
gory, at the same time ranking second
lowest in terms of their probability of be
ing widowed (Martin, 1988a, Table 4).4

Approximately two out of every
three aged Filipinos live in a rural com- 0

munity. This pattern is stronger for
males than for females and for the
"young-old" rather than the "old-old"
(Mercado, 1990, Table 2.2; Martin,
1988a, Table 5). The concentration of
older folk in the Philippine countryside
appears to be largely a function of selec
tive out-migration from these areas,
which is to say that it is a consequence of
the large-scale exodus of adolescents and
young adults from the rural milieu. In line
with this observation is a general pattern
whereby areas characterized by a long
history of out-migration (e.g., the llocos,
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Central Visayan and Eastern Vl~ayan re-
o gions) also show evidence for a
disproportionately h:irge proportion of
old folks (Domingo, 1990a, Tables 1-9).

Given the secular trend towards in
creased rates of educational attainment, it
is not Surprising to learn that the Filipino
elderly have been to school for fewer years
on average than is true for those from
younger cohorts. The mean years of
educational attainment for this group is
generally found to lie between four and
five years of schooling (e.g., Andrews et
al., 1986; Casterline, Domingo, Eu and
Kabamalan, 1991, Table 1). About a quar
ter have never gone to school at all
(Mercado, 1990, Table 2-6). Literacy rates
are also problematic, having only reached
53.6 percent as of the 1980 Census
(Mercado, 1990, Tables 24). Both illit- •
eracy and low levels of educational attain
ment are found more frequently for
women than for men and amongrural folk
rather than for city dwellers.

Estimates of labor force participation.
'rates are somewhat unstable, fluctuating
from a low of 39 percent turned in by
the ASEAN survey of the elderly (Feranil,
1990, Tables 3-13) to a high of 57 per
cent reported by Concepcion (1988,
Table 6).5 A small-scale study conducted
in Cebu province also shows evidence to
support the contention that more than
half of all the elderly in that locale are
gainfully employed (Ulack and Lee,
1986). No doubt there are again some
definitional problems involved in these
comparisons. Even so, it appears likely
that elderly Filipinos are more likely than
their age-mates in the other ASEAN
countries to be gainfully employed
(Concepcion, 1988, Table 6). Most stud
ies would also agree in depicting males,
rural inhabitants and the less educated
among t~e aged as being most likely to
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be holding down some sort of job (e.g.
FeranU, 1990; Concepcion, 1988; Caster
line, Domingo, Eu and Kabamalan, 1991).

For those among the aged who are
still working, there is strong tendency for
them to be employed within the agri
cultural sector. Data from the 1990 Cen
sus, for example, show two out of every
three workers aged 65 and above to be
employed in farming or fishing, as com
pared to less than a third of all workers
aged 15 to 34 (Costello, 1994, Table 9).

An initial-and simplistic-interpre
tation of the above findings might well
be one which emphasizes the rather lim
ited potential found among the Filipino
elderly to contribute to the development
process. Their advanced years would
seem to imply a reduced capacity for
work, just as their low levels of educa
tional attainment and their heavy con
centration in the farm sector do not
bode well for the "high tech" society im
plicit in the vision of Philippines 2000.
Again, however, I would argue for a
more sanguine point of view. Small-scale
agriculture may not be the most lucrative
of economic pursuits but at least it is an .
improvement over complete financial de
pendency. Indeed, it is not at all uncom
mon for elderly agriculturalists to be
making substantial contributions in kind
to their city-based children (Trager,
1981). The chance to work a few hours
each day may also bring with it other
benefits, e.g., in terms of physical fitness
or as a way of avoiding isolation and
loneliness.

There is also some reason to believe
that some of our most common statisti
cal indicators may suffer from a certain
crudeness when applied unthinkingly to
the case of the elderly. On the educa
tional front, for example, the argument

has been made that the increased qucn
tlty of schooling offered to younger co
horts may well be paralleled by a decline
in overall quality (Herrin, 1988). The
apparently low levels of labor force par
ticipation among the female elderly can
also be misleading insofar as they tell us
nothing about all of the household
chores and child care activities carried
out by these women.

In any event, these sort of observa
tions raisea numberof institutional ques
tions concerning the quality of family
life, the warp and woof of economic
transactions, and the best and most
practical means of protecting the health
of our aged. The next few sections
present some initial conclusions along
these lines.

Patterns of Communal and
Institutional Participation Among

Filipino Elders

The Family. It is generally assumed, and
probably for good reason, that older per
sons will benefit from being able to stay
in close contact with their family." It is
therefore important to determine the liv
ing arrangements and patterns of intra
familial interaction now being expert
enced by the Filipino elderly.

There can be little doubt, of course,
that Philippine culture encourages gn~at

respect for and frequent interaction wlth
the elderly (d. Lopez, 1991). Children
have a particularly strong responsibility
here due to the "immeasurable and eter
nal" debt of gratitude (utang na loab)
which theyowetheir parents (Hollnstein¢r,
1973, p. 76). Beyond such immediate
attachments, however, may also be found
the close tieswhich bind older persons and
their grandchildren (Brandewie, 1975)
and, beyond that, social links with a wide
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variety of younger kinsmen and godchll
dren. The respect due one's actual par
ents, therefore, may also serve as a
model for various situations of
Intergeneratlonal deference. In effect,
the growing chlld has many parents and
quaslparents or, as Yu and Llu (1980, p,
207) put It, "the statusand obltgetlons of
parenthood are not vested solely In the
married couple but. are' shared with a
wide circle of adult and elderly relatives."

Filipino parents,typically expect that
they will be helped and supported by
their children once they have reached
oldage. This finding has been confirmed
not only by Bulatao's i975) analysis of
'survey data from the Philippine Value of
Children study but also by anthropolo
gical accounts of role expectations in the
parent-child dyad (e.g. Yu and Liu, 1980;
Morais, 1981). These findings imply a'
corresponding lack of probability that
there will be many examples of olderper
sons in the contemporary Philippines
who will end up unassisted by their chil
dren, should their financial resources fail
them. There also 'seems to be wide
spread agreement that widowed parents
ought not to live by themselves, particu
larly in view of the negative evaluation
generally assigned by Philippine culture
to the condition of being alone, even for
fairly short periods of time (Hollnsteiner,

, 1975, p. 444).

We thus have the idealized (over
idealized, no doubt) picture of the Filipino
elderly as being universally respected and
cared for as they close out the last chap
ter of their lives. And yet there are rea- t

sons for believing that, this near-perfect,
state cannot long persist.'We have al
ready noted how the trend towards
rapid urbanization brings with it the out
migration of rural youth, thereby leaving
the "old folks" to remain behind, mired
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In their stagnating villages. Birth rates'
have also started to decline, ~mplylng

fewer potential care-givers among the
younger generation. The spirit of
famlilsm, In which "the Indlvldual Is will
Ing to sacrifice for members of his famlly
(and) to subordinate' himself for the
larger good of the famlly" (Sanders,
1977, pp.: 60 and 62) 'Is also on the
wane. On the face of It these changes
would appear to Imply a turning away
from extended famlly households and a
new dearth of un-married daughters who
would be wUling to confine themselves to
the rural backwaters, merely for the pur
pose of staying with their aged parents.
Indeed, the Increasing levels of female la
bor force participation noted during the
past decade (Costello, 1993) will very
likely bring with them a parallel decline in
the number of caretakers who will be on
call for the Infirm elderly.

While the above processes suggest
that modernization and economic deve
lopment could serve to undermine the
family relations of the elderly, it Is also
apparent that the economic reverses ex
perienced by Filipinos during the 1980s
have brought with them their own
threats to the well-being of the aged.
Older members of poor families may be
regarded as a burden by their children
(Mendez, et al., 1984, p.41) and are cul
turally expected to eat less food than the
younger household members (Hurge,
1965). As long as there was landenough
for all, older persons In the barrioscould
at least lay claim to some security but
this Is no longer true of the new and
rapidly growing class of landless agricul
tural laborers. If the authority of parents
from this rural poverty class Is already
suspect, even In early middle age (e.g.
Fegan, 1983), It Is highly probable that
they will not be getting much in the way
of tangible assistance from their children
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once they have reached the threshold of
old age.

Be that as it may, current statistics
on the living arrangements of elderly Fili
pinos would appear to show a "favorable
picture... (insofar as) it seems that they
are getting the care they require"
(Domingo, 1990b, p. 157). The WHO
and ASEAN studies thus agree with one
another in estimating that approximately
80 percent of the members of this group
are living with at least one of their chil
dren. Both studies, too, find only three
percent or less of the elderly to be living
alone (Martin, 1988b, Table 1; Sarmiento,
1990, Table 4.6). Most of the remaining
cases (about 15 percent) are made up of
elderly persons who are living with their
spouses, a residential arrangement which
appears to be quite acceptable to most
older Filipinos, particularly when one or
another child lives nearby.

Findings on the differential living ar
rangements of the elderly give mixed
signals as to the trends which are most
likely to emerge in the near future.
Among the ever married elderly, the
major determinant appears to be the
number of children ever born or, more
specifically, the number of daughters
ever born (Casterline, et aI., 1991; Mar
tin, 1988b). This suggests that current
trends toward diminished fertility will
bring with them greater numbers of
older persons who are either not living
with their children or, worse still, living
alone. Never married and divorced/
separated persons have also been found
(as would be expected) to be over
presented among persons found to be
living in single person households
(Sarmiento, 1990). As marriage be
comes less universal, therefore, the
problem of the uncared-for elderly may
well increase.

For their part, rural-urban comparl
sons present us with the unexpected
finding that it is the barrio resident
who is most likely to be living apart
from his/her children or in a single
person household (Casterline, et aI.,
1991; Martin, 1988b, Table 2). While
this would appear to fly in the face Of
those theories which see urbanization as
undermining familistic tendencies, there
could well be a connection here via the
migration factor. That is, even though
cross-sectional comparisons between the
urban and rural elderly would appear to
show the latter group as being less
likely to live in an extended house
hold, it is nonetheless plausible that
the urbanization process is the root
cause of this pattern in the sense that
it induces rural youth to leave their elders
behind as they try their luck in the city.
We thus find that rural communities
which have been marked by particularly
high levels of out-migration are also
characterized by high proportions of
older persons who live alone and fewer
extended-type living arrangements. For
their rural sample from an outlying area
in Cebu province (a locale marked by
historically high levels of out-mlqra
tion), Ulack and Lee (1986) thus find
only 59 percent of their elderly respon
dents to be living with their children, as
compared to 83 percent in the Cebu City
metropolitan area.?

Even so, there is also a modicum of
evidence which runs contrary to the the
sis that modernization will undermine.
the family support system of the Filipino
elderly. For one thing, the rural-urban dif
ferential in living arrangements noted
above may at least be takenas suggesting
that there is nothing incompatible be-·
tween city life and extended type house
holds, despite the assumptions of this
type implicit in the classic sociological
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literature (e.g., Wirth, 1938). For an
other, the findings that extended-family
arrangements are more often found In
the case of widows (Martin, 1988b,
Table 2) and the "old-old" (Casterline,
Domingo, Eu and Kabamalan, 1991
Table 7) would seem to Indicate a func
tional pattern whereby families are rnak
Ing a heightened response In the cases
of precisely those among their elderly
who stand most in need. So it also might
be noted that the trend towards declining
fertility mentioned earlier could also
bring Its own benefits for the elderly.
This would occur, for example, if smaller
family sizes were to result in increased
savings for the couple (d. Havanon,
Knodel and Sittitrai, 1992 for evidence
to this effect in the case of Thailand),
thereby allowing many older couples to
"purchase" a degree of independende
and privacy which is not now available to
them:

(Filipino) parents prefer to
live in nuclear households,
which allows them to retain
their autonomy. Because close
kinsmen tend to live near each
other. ..parents are likely to be
near their children. While nuc
learity with proximity would
seem to be the best arrange
ment, economic necessity of
ten results in sharing residence
with adult children...Parents
with little savings or income
become dependents... (Lopez,
1991, p. 15).

The study of intrafamily relations, of
course, extends well beyond the simple
question of where the old folks are going
to live now that they are getting on in
years. For one thing, we must consider
the "wealth flows" (Caldwell, 1982) con
necting parents and children, a topic
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which will be taken up In the next section
of this paper. There are also questions
about social contact with relatives, about
the perslstence-or decllne-of parental
authority, and about the extent to which
the elderly can still feel loved and re
spected bytheir youngerkin.

Findings from the WHO-sponsored
survey of older persons In four Western
Pacific countries are of particular Interest
in this regard (d. Andrews, et aI., 1986).
This study included various indicators of
family relations involving the elderly,
most of which seem to show the Philip
pine case in a favorable light. Compared
to their cohorts in Fiji, Malaysia and
South Korea, the Philippine respondents
are thus found to be the least likely to
admit to feeling "lonely", the most likely
to .be living with at least one child, the
most likely to have experienced a visit
with a relative in the past month, the
most likely to say that they are consulted
when it comes to· family decisions, the
most likely to say that they have some
one to confide in, and the most likely
(with a 100 percent level of affirmation)
to say that they have someone who
would help them should they fall ill. The
Filipinos also rank second highest (after
the Malaysians) in terms of being "con
tent",with the amount of contact which
they have with family and friends.

Rural-urban contrasts, on some of
'the dimensions considered above, again
fail to show strong support for modern
ization as threat-to-the-elderly perspec
tive. Data from the ASEAN study, for
example, include a large number of items
on the decision-making issue (Sarmiento,
1990, Tables 4-18 through 4-20). In
general, these fail to show any clear dif
ference between rural and urban re
spondents. As for intrafamily social
relations, the ASEAN results show rural
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folk as being more likely to visit with
"other relatives", but It Is the urbanites
who fare best In terms of Intersibling
contacts while no significant differences
are noted for the all-Important case of
parent-child Interactions.

If there Is a problem for the Filipino
elderly here It maywell be one which lies
more In the psychological consequences
which Inevitably occur when one grows
old in a rapidly changing social milieu.
Uta Domingo's (199Gb, p. 162) sum
mary report on the ASEAN survey data
thus points out that about half of the eld
erly persons included in this study feel
that they get "too little respect from the
younger generation" while nearly two
out of three admit that they had a seri
ous problem with "not feeling needed/
wanted." No doubt these are feelings
which have been experienced by the
aged in other places and other times.
But they are worthy of our interest and
concern just the same. For one thing,
they are most certainly all too real to the
persons experiencing them. For another,
they seem likely to become even more
widespread in the coming age of global
markets, high-tech workplaces and satel
lite television.

The Economy. Survey data on the eco
nomic situation of the Filipino elderly do
not, in general, leave one with the im
pression that this group is suffering from
severe poverty. Findings from the WHO
study, for example, indicate that fewer
than one out of every twenty older Filipi
nos is unable to enjoy regular access to
water, cooking facilities, or a toilet. More
than eighty percent own their dwelling
(whether in full or in part) while a mere
ten percent are willing to rate their hous
ing facilities as "fair" or "poor" in quality
(Andrews, et al., 1986; Martin 1988b,
Table 1). These figures are uniformly bet-

ter than those reported for any of the
three other countries Included in the
WHO survey even though each one of
these ranks ahead of the Philippines on
conventional Indicators of economic de
velopment.

The ASEAN data show a similar pat..
tern. Seventy-one percent of ths respon..
dents to this study say that they own
their home, while 57 percent are in pos
session of a parcel of land. About a third
have piped water while even higher per
centages (86 and 89 percent, respec
tively) are using electric lights and a
private toilet. Ownership of consumer
goods Is also found to be fairly high, with
fifty percent or more of the elderly Filipi
nos interviewed in the ASEAN study
claiming to own the followinq lterns: ra
dio, electric fan, electric or ga$ stove,
electric iron, sewing machine, and watch
or-clock.

It is important to note at this point
that neither the WHO nor the ASEAN
survey is based upon a truly repre
sentative sample of elderly persons. Both
studies oversample respondents from Lu
zon in general and Metro Manila in par
ticular. This means that they probably
suffer from a bias towards middle and
upper-strata households as regards living
standards, than in, say, the EasternVisa
yas or Mindanao (both of which are ex
cluded from the WHO and ASEAN
surveys) which are well below those in
the Manila area (cf., for example,
Madigan, 1988, for the caseof Northern
Mindanao).

Even so, I would argue that the find
ings reported above should not be jetti
soned uncritically. While the sampling
problem may have inflated the owner
ship profile slightly it is also true that the
two surveys did carry out surveys in some
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poorer areas of the country (e.g., Bohol
and llocos Norte for the ASEAN study).
There are also a few plausible rationales
for the higher living standards found
among older persons. For one thing,
population pressure was. less intense a
generation ago than it is now. As such, it
was easier for earlier rural cohorts (Le.,
those who are now in the older age cat
egories) to acquire a piece of land and,
subsequent to that, their own dwelling.
Most empirical studies of the rural landless
class thus find this group to be markedly
younger, on average, than are small-scale
farmers, whether owners or tenants (e.g.,
Costello and Palabrica-Costello, 1993a).
For another, a common characteristic of
households headed by older persons is
that they are nearing the end of the fam

.i1y life cycle. Insofar as various studies
(e.g., Costello. and Palabrica-Costello,
1985" p. 134) have shown that there is
a positive relationship between stage of
the family life cycle and the acquisition of
consumer durables, this, too, would lead
us to expect that it willbe the older per
sons who rank higher in terms of the
ownership factor. In essence, it takes
time to acquire such possessions and it is
therefore the elderly who have had the
most opportunities to do so..

It will also be well to recall that many
persons of nominally retirement age are
still working. In somecases the privilege of
job seniority or the acquired business as
sets and social contacts built up over the
years can lead to surprisingly high earnings
for these workers. Indeed, the Cebu study
of Ulack and Lee (1986) finds only a negli
gible difference in earning levels between
the employed elderly andyounger workers.

Most of the correlates of household
economic status found among the Fili
pino elderly would appear to operate in
the expected direction. Both the WHO
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and the ASEAN data show home own
ership to be more common in rural areas
than in urban. Living standards, how
ever, appear to be higher in the cities, as.
shown by comparisons involving three
different indicators-income, consumer
goods ownership, and housinq-related
amenities (e.g., access to water or a toi
let). Males and married respondents
score above average on the same indica
tors, thereby pointing to the economic .
difficulties which are most probably faced
byspinsters and widows. Better educated
persons tend, on average, to enjoy
higher living standards; so do the elderly
who experienced a history of employment
outside of agriculture. Being the parent
of a large number of children seems to
be positively correlated with home own
ership but more or less irrelevant as far
as income and ownership of consumer
durables are concerned (Andrews, et aI.,
1986; Casterline, Domingo, Eu and
Kabamalan, 1991, Tables 3 and 4).

Sustenance patterns among elderly
Filipinos are fairly diverse and include fi
nancial support from other family mem
bers, employment, agricultural pursuits,
pensions and savings. Survey data from
both the WHO and the ASEAN studies
indicate that the relative importance of
these categories would appear to follow
the 'order given above (Andrews et aI.,
1986, Table 53; Feranil, 1990, Table
3.1). In general, older Filipinos are prob
ably somewhat more likely to be support
ing themselves (whether fully or in part)
through some sort of economic activity
than is the case for the elderly in most of
the other countries of the Asia-Pacific re
gion. s The extended family also plays an
important role in this regard although it
should be noted that significant eco
nomic flows are also being made from
older Filipino parents to their children
and qrandchtldren." The contribution of
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pensions and social security to the eco
nomic support picture appears to be
small, while that made by savings ac
count is miniscule.

The function of extended family ties
in sustaining the Philippine elderly has
been noted, and rightly so, by many au
thors. Even so, this is very much a vari
ant condition, tempered on the one
hand by perceived needs and on the
other by resource availability. We have
already pointed to Lopez's (1991, p.6)
contention that members of the
country's growing landless class can ex
pect little of this sort of help once they
are too old to fend for themselves. "As
parents," she notes, "their children are
too poor to support them adequately or
regularly, and neither do they have the
alliance networks that can offersocial se
curity." Somewhat in line with thisobser
vation is the empirical finding that elderly
folk in the city benefit more from eco
nomic exchanges with their children
than is true for their rural counterparts.
Not only are members of this latter
group less likely to receive economic as
sistance from their children-they are
also significantly more likely to be giving
such aid to their offspring (Casterline,
Domingo, Eu and Kabamalan, 1991,
Table 9). No doubt, the children of the
urban elderly are earning higher incomes
on average than those born to rural folk.
This may lead to larger cash flows to
ward their parents since more assistance
will generally be expected from children
who have been able to establish them
selves in more prosperous circumstances
(Lopez, 1991, p. 21). Higher levels of
support from children are additionally as
sociated with daughters rather than
sons, and the unmarried rather than
those who have established their own
families (e.g., Palabrica-Costello and
Costello, 1979).

Economic flows are also correlated
with the characteristics of the elderly re
cipients. Older women, for example, are
more likely to receive family-based assis
tance than males. So also do we find
larger flows directed towards single/wid
owedpersons, the less well-educated and
persons who have experienced a larger
than average number of children ever
born (Casterline, Domingo, lEu and
Kabamalan, 1991, Table 9). With the ex
ception, then, of the residential factor (in
which case we may assume that rural
folk are lesswell off economically than is
true for urbanites), these patterns would
appear to indicate that the Philippine
family system is providing greater assis
tance to precisely those casesamong the
elderly who stand most in need Of some
sort of help.

With two-thirds or more of the Fili
pino elderly still earning some or all of
their household's income, it is clear that
work-based sources of economic support
are of considerable Importance {or this
group. 10 All studies agree that this pat
tern is more typically found for males
and rural folk than is true for women or
city dweliers (Andrews, et al., 1986;
Feranil, 1990; Casterline, Domingo, Eu
and Kabamalan, 1991; Ulack and Lee,
1986). There is something of an open
question, though, as to whether these
patterns occur because the persons in
question want to work, because they
have been allowed to work, or because
they have been forced by circumstances
to do so. Self-employed farmers, for ex
ample, will neverhave to concern them
selves with rules about compulsory
retirement at age 60 or 65. They are
therefore "free" to work, the only pro
viso being, of course, that the dectston
not to do so may mean that they will also
have to give up eating (because, after all,
they have no pension, no savings and,

Philippine Sociological Review ,63



all too often, few prospects for meanIng
ful help from their children).

Other than gender and residence, a
number of other factors have also been
linked empirically to gainful employment
among the FIlipino elderly (d. Feranll,
1990; Casterline, Domingo, Eu and
Kabamalan, 1991). These Include age
and health status (the Infirm and the
"old-old" are less likely to work), prop
erty ownership (nonowners work more),
and the presence of economic support
from children (labor force participation
rates are higher where this is small or ab
sent altogether). Education and sex have
been found to strongly interact with one
another in determining work status.
Among women, higher levels of educa
tional attainment increase the probability
of being gainfully employed; for men,
the opposite pattern prevails (Feranil,
1990, Tables 3-26).

G

Among older workers in the Philip
pines, the state of being "retired" is usu
ally not a clearly delineated one which is
entered into at a single and specific point
in time. This is, of course, particularly
true for agricultural and self-employed
workers, although evenformal sectorem
ployees may continue to render part-time
work or to move into some form of petty
trade once they have passed the manda
tory retirement age. In any event, it is
most certainly true that the typical older
person in this country is not being sup
ported by a pension or social security
benefits. As of 1988, about 200,000 re
tirees were covered by either the Govern
ment Service Insurance System (GSlS) or
the Social Security System (SSS)
(Domingo, 1990c, p. 133), as compared
to the approximately three million Filipi
nos who were 60 yearsof age or olderat
that data.
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During the final years of the Aquino
administration several bills were intro
duced In Congress with the intention of
lowering the retirement age of govern
ment employees (d. Domingo, 1992,
pp. 16-17). More recently, President
Ramos has also shown Indications that
he, too, Is In favor of such. a move (Urlo,
1994). Nonetheless, this approach re
mains somewhat. controversial for' at
least two reasons. First, any move to
wards earlier retirement wl1l necessarily
put greater pressure on the present so
cial security program insofar as this will
necessarily diminish the pertod of time
for paying into the system while at
the same time extending the period
during which benefits will be due to the
retiree. As such, the long-run impact on
the programwill almost certainly be eco
nomically destabilizing. Secondly, attitud
inal surveys generally show that few
olderworkers are in favor of laws requir
ing compulsory retirement at-an early
age. Among respondents to the ASEAN
survey, for example, only five percent
answer "below 60"· when asked about
the ideal retirement age; in comparison,
about half indicate that the best age
would be after the 65th birthday. This
same study also finds that more than half
of all retirees aged 65-74 (and an even
larger proportion among those aged 60
64) are hoping to go back to worksome
day (Feranil, 1990, Tables 3-33 and 3
39).

Arguments for bringing down the re- .
quired age for retirement tend to stress
that this is a way of benefiting older folks
by giving them a chance to "rest" after a
"lifetime of service", along with the more
pragmatic notion that this will open up
jobs for the millions of younger persons
who are now un- or under-employed.
While the survey data cited above would
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tend to argue against the first of these
two rationales, there may as yet be
something In the second point, espe
cially for a cour.try hoping to upgrade Its
economy via technological and human
resource Inputs. As Karen O. Mason
(1992, p. 14) points out, "If older co
horts are permitted to remain In key pro
ductive positions...Indefinitely, the
younger cohorts' mobility Into these
roles may be blocked, thereby creating
serious problems for the long-term viabil
Ity of the economy." It Is also notewor
thy that most of the nations of South,
Southeast and East Asia already have
compulsory retirement ages which are
lower than that found in the Philippines.
As such, the move towards bringing
down the present ceiling might be inter
preted as simply a matter of moving in
line with the standard already adopted in
most neighboring economies. 11

One way of responding to the needs
of both older and younger workers might
be to encourage earlier retirement from
formal sector positions while at the same
time making it easier for the resulting co
hort of early retirees to set up their own
small-scale enterprise. In orderto facilitate
this approach, a "lump sum" payment of
retirement benefits would have to be
made available, along with counseling/in
structional programs on the prudent con
servation and investment of this initial
capital resource (d. Domingo, 1990c, pp.
135-136 for a discussion of this latter
point). Such a move need not be per
ceived as working strongly against the in
terests of older workers oncewe take into
account the reasonably strong potential
for economic improvement found among
the better-off representatives of the urban
informal sector (e.g., managers of small
enterprises or family businesses). Studies
have shown that earnings from such posi
tions can compare quite favorably with

those associated with many formal sector
positions (Costello, leinbach and Ulack,
1987). Some additional support for this
proposal may also be had when we con
sider that many of the prerequisites for
succeeding In a small-scale business en
terprise are already found among the
Filipino elderly (e.g., asset ownership, In
cluding fairly widespread ownership of
land and buildings, social skills: experi
ence cum "wisdom"; and a wide network
of social contacts).

Decisions about compulsory retire
mentwill no doubt always carry with them
a certain amount of controversy. Greater
consensus, however, can no doubt be
found for the proposition that existing .
programs of social security for the elderly
should be extended to a greaterand more
representative number of Filipinos. At
present, urban-based workers (particularly
those from the National Capital Region), .
males, and the better educated are
disproportionately represented among
the beneficiaries of such efforts (Cast
erline, Domingo, Eu, and Kabamalan,
1991, Table 3; Domingo, 1992). While
some might argue that the expansion of .
formal sector employment opportunities
will eventually solve this problem, this
process has been proceeding too slowly
during the past decade to have much tan
gible impact (Costello, 1994). Worse yet,
we may be involved in a raceagainst time
In this case, should there be any merit to
the argument that traditional economic
supports for the elderly are now being un
dermined. As Ismael Getublg (1992, p.6)
argues,

Conventional social secu
rity services have not adequate
ly reached the poor. ..This Is
exacerbated by the erosion 0/
traditional social security prac
tices as a result 0/ Increasing

Philippine Soclolooical Review 65



urbanizatIon and commerclal
ization of the economy...

The need 'for a greater sense of Ur7
gency In attacking the problem of lncom- '
plete and unequal coverage rates under
the present social security programs Is
therefore apparent.

.Health Care Needs and Services. In a
well-known passage from As You Like
It, Wl1llam Shakespeare depicts old age
as the "last scene" of our life's drama,
comprised of nothing more than "sec
ond childishness and mere oblivion, sans
teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans every
thing." Grim words these, especially
since they bring with them an air of cyni
cal realism that whispers In our ear,
"your turn, too, wl1l come-and soon
enough."

But then again there are the hopeful
cases that we all have met. Older Filipi
nos like my parents-in-Iaw-stl1l a long
way away from either senility or physical
descripltude.

Which picture is the true one? What
little empirical data we have on this ques
tion would appear to again point more to
the optimistic side in this debate, although
a few trouble spotsmay also be noted.

The four-country survey sponsored
by the World Health Organization offers
the most complete information on this
topic (Andrews, et al., 1986, Chapters 5,
and 6). It also provides a number of indi
catorsthat the health status of olderFilipi
nos isat least as good as, and may well be
better, than that found in many of the
other countries of the Asia Pacific region.

1, More than nine out of ten Fili
pino respondents obtain a perfect score
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on a ten-point "Activities of Dally Living"
(ADL) Index. Areas covered Include the
ability to eat byone's self, to get dressed,
to go to the toilet, and the like. Average
scores on the ADL Index are higher for
the Philippine respondents than In any
of the three other countries (FIJI, Korea,
Malaysia) Included In the study.

2. Elderly Filipinos alsoscore highest
on a fourteen-Item mental health Index.
Again, more than 90 percent obtain a
high score on this measure.

3. Filipinos are generally the least
likely group to report various symptoms
of psychological disturbance (e.g., anxi
ety, apathy, forgetfulness). The pro
portion reporting such symptoms varies
by sex and the particular problem under
observation but in no case exceeds fifty
percent for the Philippine respondents.

4. When asked If they felt healthy,
84 percent of the Filipinos reply in the
affirmative, as compared to 72 percent
of the Malaysians, 58 percent of the
Fijians, and 50 percent of the Koreans.

Somewhat more problematic results
are forthcoming when the WHO inter
views administered a "simple sight test"
to the persons being interviewed. In this
case a full 81 percent of the Fllipinos
more than for any other national
group-are found to have a vision prob
lem in at least one eye. In most of these
cases (89 percent) the Philippine respon
dents are not aware of this problem and
have asserted, in fact, that they do not
need glasses. Other findings on the
health care issue would also appear to'
point to visual problems as representing
one of the more acute needs of older
Filipinos. 12

The ASEAN survey includes fewer
and differently worded-items on current
health status (d. Narvaez, 1990). In this
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case only 35 percent of the Filipino eld
erly asserts that they are in "good"
health. A larger proportion (54 percent)
describe their health as beingonly "fair".
In this study, too, more than a quarter
(28 percent) of the respondentsare rated
by the interviewer as suffering from a
"visible dlsabtllty"." As such, these re
sults would appear to show the need for
interpreting the WHO findings with
some caution.

In general, the "young-old" (ages 60
74) rate higher on various indicators
than is true for those in the oldest age
category (Andrews, et aI., 1986). Health
problems are also reported more fre
quently on the part of women, non
married persons, rural folk and the poorly
educated (Narvaez, 1990; Casterline,
Domingo, Eu and Kabamalan, 1991).
Note that these differentials generally
point to the conclusion that the health
status of our elderly cannot be fully pro
vided for merely by tinkering with the
present health care system-a transition
towards a more egalitarian social order
will also be needed as well. It is also inter
esting to note findings from the ASEAN
survey (Narvaez, 1990, pp. 111-112)
which would appear to indicate that re
tirement can prove stressful enough to
cause an increase in self-reported health
problems, at least on the part of the ur
ban males. The need for providing
meaningful economic activities for this
group is therefore apparent, both for
economic and health maintenance rea
sons.

The use of health care services on
the part of older Filipinos is adequate, al
though there is still plenty of room for
improvement. Philippine respondents to
the WHO study are ranked high vis a vis
the other national groups on questions
about the use of medicine and visits to a

health care practitioner. The use of
health aids, like dentures and eyeglasses,
is fairly widespread and it seems that vir
tually no one would be left unassisted,
should they fall ill. 14

As might be expected, the better
educated and urban-based elderly have
generally been found to experience the
highest levels of health care access
(Narvaez, 1990; Casterline, Domingo,
Eu and Kabamalan, 1991). A major rea
son for these differentials would appear
to be variations in financial resources.
The ASEAN survey finds that one in ev
ery eight of their respondents fail to con
sult a doctor during the preceding year
even though they feel a need to do so.
The reason cited most frequently for this
is that the person concerned considered
such visits to be "too expensive".

Both of the above findings and many
of the differentials noted earlier would
seem to indicate that trends toward eco
nomic development should operate to
improve the health care situation of the
Filipino elderly. At the same time,
though, it is worth noting that the :
macro-level correlation from the WHO
study would appear to operate in a direc
tion opposite to this conclusion. It is thus
the country with the lowest GNP per
capita(the Philippines) that seemsto have
the healthiest seniorcitizens, whereas the
Korean respondents (probably the richest
on average) generally score at or near the
bottom on the health variables. (Koreans
rate lowest on the question about "feeling
healthy", the ADL index and the mental
health scale.) It is possible, of course, that
these differences may be due onlyto per
ceptual factors or to cultural variations in
beliefs about the appropriate way of an
swering survey questions. 15 Another plau
sible explanation, though, is that the
movement towards a more developed
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economy can actually make It more dIffI
cult to maintain good health among the
elderly. Richer diets, less exercise, more
stress, fewer chances for meaningful eco
nomic roles, greater difficulties In obtain
Ing help from extended kln-each of
these factors could be at work In thiscase.
ItthusseemsImportant to Identify a set of
development policies for the country that
can preserve the best attributes of the es
tablished order, while also working to
eliminate the many health care problems
found among the poorer and more
marginalized groups of any age, most cer
tainly including those among the elderly.'

SocIal and Communal Activities. Survey
data do not showthe typical older Filipino
as living the life of a social recluse. The
vast majority of this group reports them
selves as having at least one friend and
going out of their house on a regular ba
SiS. 16 At the same time, however, these
activities are heavily dominated by Infor
mal contacts with family and friends.
Organizational membership is generally
low and opportunities to participate in
community affairs are infrequent. In the
four-nation study of the aged sponsored
by the World Health Organization, for ex
ample, only fourteen percent of the Fili
pino respondents believe that they are
being "consulted on community prob
lems" while a mere three percent list
themselves as belonging to a "social orga
nization" (Andrews, et aI., 1986). Bothof
these statistics are substantially lower than
those found for the other three countries
in the study. 17

The one type of formal organization
that does hold salience for a large num
ber of older Filipinos is the Church.
More than 90 percent of the respon
dents to the ASEAN survey say that reli
gion is "very important" in their lives
(Mercado, 1990, p.33). Participation in
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religious activities tends to Increase with
age and to decline somewhat with each
additional year of educational attain
ment. It Is also higher among women
and, perhaps somewhat surprisingly,
residents of urban areas. In this regard,
religious activities present somethingof a
contrast to participation In organiza
tional and political activities, which are
more typically entered Into by males, the
better educated, and rural folk (Cast
erline, Domingo, Eu and Kabamalan,

·1991, Table 1O)~

. As one component of Its program
for older Fl1Iplnos, the Department of
Social Welfare and Development
(DSWD) has been encouraging the eld
erly to join senior citizens' associations
or to volunteer In one or another com
munity service program (d. Domingo, .
1990, pp.128-131). The findings dis
cussed above would appear to cast some
doubts upon the workability of such an
approach. For the most part, older Filipi
nos seem content to focus their social
activities within the familiar 'clrcle of fam
ily and friends. Possible exceptions to
this overall pattern would most likely be
found either for the case of work-based
projects that offer a chance to earn an
individual financial return or for projects
that coordinate closely with local church
groups.

Reprise: Some Underlying Patterns

If the major question confronting this dis
cussion concerns the Impact of "modern
ization" (a term which is broad enough to
encompass such possible developments as
industrialization, .urbanization and in
creased Western cultural influence) upon
the Filipino elderly, we are immediately
confronted with the difficulty of locating an
appropriate data set. The problem, as
stated earlier, calls for longitudinal
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statistics on living arrangements, eco
nomic roles, health care patterns and so
cial participation. But such are not now
available; perhaps they never will be. We
are thus thrown back upon cross-sec
tional substltutes--comparlsons between
rural and urban, rich and poor, old and
young.

There Is no getting around the fact
that such estimates are Intrinsically
flawed. (Why? Because contemporary ru
ral dwellers or poor folk cannot be
equated with the "premodern" compari
son group that we need for a longitudi
nal analyls. They, too, have been
changed by the great historical transfor
mations wrought during this century.)

Even so, these sorts of comparisons
do tell us something. After all, the coun
try is headed towards an increasingly ur
ban future, one in which living standards
and levels of educational attainment will
hopefully be higher than they are right
now.

This being the case, it is of more
than passing interest to note that the ur
ban-rural contrast is quite often working
against the Interests of barrio folk, even
when the focus is on some of the more
traditional social arrangements. It is thus
the urban elderly who have been found
to be most likely to live within an ex
tended family household and least likely
to be living on their own. They see their
children more frequently and are also
more likely to receive some form of eco
nomic support from them. Urbanites
own more consumer Items, live in better
housing, have greater access to health
services and appear, in fact, to be
healthier than rural folk. Theyevengo to
church more often. If these be the con
sequences of increased modernization
then, most of us, I dare say, would be

content to let this process continue un
abated.

Much the same might be said for
comparisons within the social class hier
archy. In general, It Is the better edu
cated and propertied elderly who are
better able to retain some sort of paren
tal authority over their children. They
also enjoy superior health, Improved
medical services, better housing and
clothing, greater access to pensions and
Increased participation In community
and organization activities. Support from
and contactwith children Is only margin
ally lower for this group as well, with
most of the correlations for these factors
being statistically insignificant. Lopez's
{1991, p. 23} conclusion that "the prob
lem lies not In changing cultural values
that diminish support from family, kins
men and social allies but In the poverty
situation itself" thus appear to be an es
sentially correct one for contemporary
Philippines.

Be this as It may, at least three areas
for concern can as yet be briefly noted.
The first of these deals with the nature of
the coming development process, parti
cularly with regard to itsdistributional as
pects. Even assuming that the stage of
economic take-off can be reached, there
is obviously no guarantee as yet that the
resulting benefits will be directed towards
the country's large and expanding pov
erty class. Regional inequalities are al
ready acute and likely to intensify further
in the coming decade. Graduates of the
country's better colleges appear situated
to benefit from a trend towards in
creased foreign investment. Whether the
drop-outs and public school products can
do so, however, is far less certain. And yet
it is the elderly who are overrepresented
among the ll1-educated, the small farmers
and the inhabitants of the economically
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backward regions. Ofcourse, one can al
ways hope that various social welfare
programs will be of some help, but the
public sector's record in that regard(e.g.,

. for land reform or government-subsi
dized health care) has not been stronq
during recent years.

A second concern concentrates on
the special case of elderly women in the
Philippines. While the country's bilateral
kinship system and the fairly high levels
of education and labor force participa
tion found among older Filipinas can be
expected to prevent this group from ex
periencing the dismal future faced by,
say, widowed women in Bangladesh
(Cain, Khanan and Nahar, 1979), it
would also be a mistake to treat the gen
der factor as an essentially un
problematic one in this country. Older
women in the Philippines have fewer op
portunities to earn money than do
males; they are also considerably less
likely to be receiving some form of retire
ment benefits. We have seen that the
family system can be of some help in
compensating for these disadvantages
but one should not expect this response
to be a perfect one. For one, elderly
women in this country are much more
likely to be living as a never married per
son or as a widow than are males. As a
result, they are also overrepresented
among that minority of Philippine elderly
who are living alone. It will be important
to see if this group grows disproportion
ately fast in the next few years.

The health status factor is also send
ing some apparently contradictory sig
nals. On the one hand we find women
living about five years longer than men,
on average. And yet we find older
women to also be reporting themselves
as being less healthy than their male
counterparts. But who, one wonders,
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will attend to the ailments of this group
once their husbands have died and their
daughters are all busy with their own
families, their own jobs?

A third area to watch, concerns pros
pects for cultural change in the roles and
status of the elderly. Ihave quoted with ap
proval Lopez's contention thatthe country
is not now experiencing a problem with
"changing cultural values" that would "di
minish support" for this group. While this
is true enough for the year 1994, one
doesbegin to wonder what the casewill be
a decade or two from now. We have al
ready noted the general decline in famil
ism, anethos which will generally work to
the disadvantage of the oldand the infirm.
It would also seemlikely that the social and
cultural changes now underway will bring
about a diminished regard for the wisdom
that comes only with age. One is certainly
reminded at this pointof the slight majority
of respondents to the ASEAN survey who
feel that they are getting "too little re
spect" from younger people. Comple
mentary evidence has also been turned
in by surveys of contemporary teenag
ers, e.g., the well-known findings from
the' McCann-Erickson report on this
group which show their heightened sus
ceptibility to influences from the media and
peers, even as family connections have
loosened noticeably (Tinio, 1991). Indeed,
if teenagers of Metro Manila are scarcely
listening to their own parents, it is hard to
believe that they will reserve much of their
time or attention· for the needs of their
grandparents or elderly aunts and uncles.

Cultural change, of course, is en
demic enough that we can expect it to
eventually exert its own influence upon
the elderly conservative as they may be.
And this pattern, too, can be a source of
normative change. For if the groups
which are ostensibly benefited by some
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rule should decide to refrain from insist
Ing on Its full Implementation of sanc
tioning those persons (In this case their
children) who fail to observe It, the norm
Involved In this case will surely come to
disappear, sooner or later, from any sort
of real world application.

Participants In a series of focus group
discussions (FGDs) about the elderly seem
to be hinting that these considerations are
becoming Increasingly salient. One
middle aged participant thus answers a
question about economic support for his
parentsby saying that "forme, I consider
It an obligation to repay my parents. But

what I hear nowadays It's as If the old
people don't expect anything from their
children..." (emphasis mine). For their
part, too, at least some of the older FGD
participants do In fact showa certain am
bivalence about thissame Issue, saying ei
ther that "It's up to them" (I.e., the
children) or by noting that they "feel
ashamed" to ask for such help (Domingo,
1992, pp. 5-6). Are these the first signs
of a healthy Independence on the part of
older Filipinos or the beginning of a long
retreat from the values of reciprocity and
family solidarity which have so long
reigned supreme In Philippine society?
Only time will tell.

Notes
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1 According to Pardo de Tavera (as cited
In Pablo, Samson and Lapld, 1993, p.
8), "In spite of the Influx of modern
culture as well as Industrialization, It is
gratifying to realize that the Filipino
elderly continue to enjoy the respect
and care accorded to them by their
family and community." For her part,
Concepcion (1988, p.399) states flatly
that, from a demographic perspective
at least, "the ASEAN member-states
do not yet have a problem of aging.
Nor is the crisis Imminent. 'I

2 Linda Martin's (1987) analysis of avpil
able census data on the elderly popula
tions of countries In Asia and the
Pacific presents evidence to show that
the Philippines has one of the worst
records In this regard. As of the 1980
census rounds the NSO had still not
published tabulations for the elderly on
such major factors as living arrange
ments, labor force participation, living
standards, ethnlclty and disabilities.
Given the need for providing some

sort of longitudinal perspective on the
Filipino elderly, any attempt to
retabulate the census data on older
Filipinos starting with, say, the Census
of 1960, would certainly be a welcome
Initiative.

3 Cf., for example, Naohero Ogawa's
(1990) insightful discussion of the
older population of Japan and of the
growing numbers of Japanese elderly
who are either bedridden or suffering
from senile dementia.

4 The relatively small age gap which ex
ists, on average, between husbands
and wives in the Philippines is a likely
explanation for the latter finding.

5 Dean Concepcion's essay does not, In
point of fact, give an estimate for the to
tal elderly population. Instead she shows
a figure of 77.3 percent for males and
36.2 percent for females. For the sake
of simplicity I have computed the aver
age of these two figures. The estimates
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presented by Concepcion are also, it
should be noted, for a somewhat
younger age group (all persons aged 55
and over) than are those discussed by
other authors.

6 When asked If they "often" feel lonely,
a mere seven percent of the Filipino
respondents to the. WHO-sponsored
study of aging In the Western Pacific
region answer In the affirmative. The
loneliness problem Is found to be more
prevalent In the other three countries
(Fiji, Korea and Malaysia) Included In
the study, possibly because the Philip
pine case Is also characterized bymuch
higher levels of informal visiting with
friends and relatives.

7 Sarmiento (1990) also reports a similar
" finding for the ASEAN respondents

from 1I0GOs Norte and Bohol areas
which have long been characterized by
high levels of net out-migration.

8 For the WHO study, Philippine respon
dents are more likely than those in Fiji,
Korea and Malaysia, to list "work" as
their main source of income (Andrews,
et aI., 1986, Table 55). Concepcion
(1988, Table 6), too, provides evidence
that elderly Filipinos have a higher level
of labor force participation than is true
for the ASEAN countries in general.
Also see Ulack and Lee(1986, p.6) who
find older Cebuanos to be "quite active
economically: ..

9 Data from the ASEAN study show
about 39 percent of all respondents as
serting that they both receive and give
financial support from/to theirchildren.
Another 18 percent give support to
their offspring without receiving any in
return. These figures combine to ex
ceed the 35 percent who only receive
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help and the roughly eight percentwho
neither give nor receive assistance
(Feranil, 1990, Tables 3-4).

10 The ASEAN study data on income
sources among the Filipino elderly find
that "nearly two-thirds' of all respon
dents...(were) relying on theirown eco
nomic activities for support" (Feranil,
1990, p. 45). And this is for a study
which may have undersampled respon
dents from remote rural areas, where
continuation of economic activities into
oldage Is even more common.

11 "Given the importance of agriculture in
Asian countries, retirement age limits
are not well defined in most instan
ces...For some employees of the gov
ernment, the military, and large private
firms In the cities, a specific retirement
age is set. In those cases, retirement
generally occurs'between ages 55 and
60, with the exception of the Philip
pines, where age 65 is used" (Martin,
1988a, pp. SI04-S105, emphasis
mine).

. 12 The WHO study finds evidence of
cataract formation in 20 percent of
their Filipino respondents. When

. asked if they needed some type of
"health aid" the most frequent request
along these lines is for eyeglasses, a
finding which is intensified still more
when we recall the large number of

. elderly who do not even realize that
they have a vision problem (Andrews,
et aI., 1986). Also , see a recent study
of health care needs among poverty
level households in rural Mindanao
(Costello and Palabrica-Costello,
1993b) for confirmatory evidence on
the widespread occurrence of visual
problems among elderly members of
this group.

..

•

•

•
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13 Again, visual problems are the most
commonly mentioned Infirmity, par
ticularly among the rural respondents
(Narvaez, 1990, Tables 5-8).

14 Thirty-four percent of the respondents
to the WHO survey have seen a doctor
in the month preceding the survey,
while 20 percent have visited a nurse.
These figures rank third highest and
highest, respectively, among the four
countries under observation. Filipinos
also rank highest In terms of use of
prescribed medicines, glass~ and den
tures and second highest on an item
about over-the-counter medicine. Not
a single Philippine respondentanswers
"no" to a question which asked
whether or not they have someone to
help them during an illness (Andrews,
et aL, 1986, Chapter 7).

15 Cf. Martin (1988a, p. S102) who
makes this specific argument with re
gard to the WHO data.

16 Ninety-seven percent of the Philippine
respondents to the WHO survey aver
both that they "regularly" go out of
their home and that they know "some
one to visit at their house" (Andrews,
et al., 1986). These figures are the
highest among the four countries In...
c1uded In the study. (Interestingly
enough, the Koreans again score low...
est on both of these measures.)

17A report by the President of the Fed
eration of Senior Citizens' Asso
ciations of the Philippines claims that
there were 2,011 such orqantzatlons
In the country as of 1988, with a
combined membership of nearly
120,000 persons (d. Domingo,
1990c, p. 130). In the light of the
WHO estimates given above, these
figures would appear to be somewhat
exaggerated.
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