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Headline: Rethinking what it means to be filial

JEREMY LIM

n Asian culture, children are ex-

pected Lo welecome their ailing

parents into their homes instead
of placing them in residential facilities
such as nursing homes.

T'hat is being filial, but have we mis-
understood filial piety? At the recent
lieonomist Health Care In Asia 2014
conference, a speaker challenged the
conventional wisdom, revealing re-
sults from a survey where seniors
living with their children described
their living situation as “no choice”
and the children separately surveyed
bemoaned their parent(s) living with
them as “burdensome”.

Half tongue-in-cheek, he declared
this & most unhappy situation, with
the “parents unhappy, the children
unhappy and both suffering short-
ened lifespans”.

“No choice” and “burdensome” —
these are terrible words in the context
ol acting upon filial piety.

Perhaps in more than a few cases,
parents do not want to live with their
children, but have no choice as they
are financially dependent, while chil-

dren act almost purely out of a sense of

duty to house their parents, but with
deep unspoken resentment.,

ISINSTITUTIONAL
PLACEMENT STILL'EXTREME'?

As children, we want our parents Lo
be happy, secure and comfortable in
their golden years and thisis often un-
thinkingly taken to mean parents liv-
ing with us if they are unable Lo live
independently.

Institutionalisation, or placing
one’s parents in an aged care facilily,
is seen as what the 1982 Inter-Min-
isterial Committee on the Ageing
Population describes as a last resort
and most “extreme measure”. Three
decades have passed, but | doubt this
stance has softened.

As heretical as this sounds, there is
merit in at least re-examining what (il-
ial piety operationally should look like
and asking about the role of residen-
Lial retirement lacilities.

Is a senior living with children who
are oul working most of the day, with
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While most seniors say they hope to age in place and continue living in their current home, what they really

mean might be that they want to maintain their current relationships and social circumstances. mioro.sLoomsers

only a television for companionship,
really happy? And secure?

Oris the senior in an aged-care fa-
cility constantly surrounded by peers
and like-minded seniors under the
watchful eye of trained health profes-
sionals better ofl”?

In my work, | interact regularly
with many individuals in their 50s
and early 60s and | am struck by how
many ask me about Lhe availability
of retirement homes in Singapore or
the region. Are they close to their chil-
dren? Yes.

But do they want to live with their
children? Not really. Many are also
mindful that work opportunities are
global and are loath to “chain” their
children to Singapore and “lesser” ca-
reers because of filial piety.

There are 200,000 Singaporeans
living and working overseas, most-
ly between 20 and 54 years of age, said
the National Population and Talent Di-
vision. The World Bank in 2010 esti-
mated there were 300,000 Singapo-
reans considered migrants. It is likely
that some of them have parent(s) liv-
ing in Singapore with no other chil-
dren here.
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REDEFINING AGEING INPLACE

One point aboutl “ageing in place”,
which is a near-universal mantra of
governments, is thal while the vast
majority of seniors report intent to
live in their current residence as
they age, I suspect what they real-
ly mean is that they want to main-
tain their current relationships and
social circumstances.

Physical locality is only one factor
in the overall consideration and per-
haps not even the most important. In-
terestingly, Professor Angelique Chan
of Duke-NUS in a recent study high-
lighted the paradoxical nature of lone-
liness in Singapore as somelimes be-
ing alone in a crowd, saying: “You ecan
live with a big family and still feel very
lonely. Or you could live alone, but feel
wanted by family and friends.”

What then are the options? Around
the world, retirement villages and
their variants are gaining in popular-
ity. A useful learning point [ garnered
from a recent study visit to Austral-
ia is the deliberate planning for aged

are facilities to be five to 10 minutes
by car Lo one’s original home. This

Let us think about
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filial piety interms

of outcomes,

regardless of location and

false notions of ‘abandonment’.
What should matter is what
our parents want, be it living
with us, living with their

peers or living independently.

promotes [amiliar social interactiv-
ity, while enabling appropriate medi-
cal supervision. There is no NIMBY
(Not In My Backyard) Syndrome in
the community; T even learnt that
many relatives visited the seniors on
a daily basis,

However, it is really not about the
physical options. The erux, as articu-
lated by Mr David Collins, an active
adult and assisted-living consultant,
is the need to take the “sense of guilt”
out of the equation and focus on what
Dad or Mum will be gelting.

He said to online resource Perspec-
tives@SMU: “One social stumbling
block is that people don’t want a family
member to be pul into an institution.
Getting away from the institutional
feeling and the institutional mindset,
and realising that what you’re doing
for a member of your family is really
a wonderful thing. You're giving that
person the opportunity to be with
other people of their own age, (who
have) similar ideas, similar discus-
sions about life and health and hap-
piness, and it can be a very happy
experience.”

What then filial piety? An opinion
picce in Ethos, the publication of the
Civil Service College from almost a
decade ago, puts it in its proper place
and context: “The concept of filial pie-
Ly can be used Lo raise awareness and
garner support for a family approach
towards caring for the elderly, but the
provision and regulation of communi-
ty and institutional care may need to
be expanded, and should not be seen
as an arrangement of last resort.”

Let us think about filial piety in
terms of outcomes, regardless of lo-
cation and [alse notions ol “aban-
donment”. What should matter is
what our parents want, be it living
with us, living with their pecrs or liv-
ing independently.

What should not matter is whal we
think they want or what will make us
look and feel filial.



