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CARING FOR AGED PARENTS 

Rethinking what it means to be filial 
JEREMY LIM 

I n /\sian culture, children arc ex­
pcded to weltom(' the ir ni ling 
par<'nts into their homes instead 

of placing them in r<'sidcnt.ial facilities 
suc·h as nu1·sing homes. 

'!'hat i ~ b0ing filial, but hav<' W<' mis­
und<' rstood fi lial pie ty'! 1\L Lhe rctent 
Economist Health Car<' In Asia ~Oitl 
ronferent'e, a speaker ehullengcd Llw 
convcnt.ionul wisdom, revea ling re­
su lts from a survey where sen iors 
living with their ch ildren deseribed 
th<'ir living s it uation as "no choke" 
and the <'hildrcn separat<'ly surveyed 
bemoaned their parent(s) living with 
them as "burdensome". 

llalf tongue-in-eheek, he dcdurcd 
th is a most unhappy s ituation, with 
t he "p;11·enLs unhappy, Lhl' ehi ldr<'n 
unhappy and both suffering s hort­
ened li fm;pa ns". 

"No ehoire" and "burdensome"­
these a rc• terrible words in the context 
of atLing upon filial piety. 

Perhaps in more than a few ('ases, 
parents do not want to live with t heir 
C'h ildren, but have no choie<' as they 
are fin:mcially dependent, while ch il­
dren act almost purely out of a sense of 
duty to house their parents , but with 
dc<'p uns poken resentment. 

IS INST ITUTIONAL 
PLACEMENT STILL 'EXTREME'? 

/\s C'hild ren, we want our parents to 
be happy, secure and comfortable in 
their golden years and this is often un­
thinkingly taken to mean parents liv­
ing with us if' they ar·e unublc to live 
i ndt•pcmdently. 

Institutiona lisation, or pla('ing 
on<'':; parents in a n aged ea rc l'acil ity, 
is seen as what the 1982 Inte r-Min­
isterial Committe<' on t he Ageing 
Populat ion describes as a lust •·csort 
and most "extreme measure". ' l'h rce 
decades have passed, but I doubt this 
stance has softened. 

/\s heretical as this sounds, there is 
merit in at least re-exarn ining whuL fil­
inl piC'ty operationally should look like 
<1nd asking :tbout the role of l'C'Siden­
tia( retircmenL facilities. 

Is a senior living wiLh children who 
<11'<' ouL working most of the day, with 

While most senio rs say they hope to age in place and continue living in their current home, what t hey really 
mean might be that they want to maintain their curre nt relat ionships and social circumstances. PHOT0.8LOOMBERG 

only a television for companionship, 
rea lly happy'? And secure'! 

Or is the senior in an aged-care fa­
cili ty constanLiy SUI't'ounded by peers 
and like-minded se niors under the 
watchful eye of'Lt·nined health protes­
siona Is beLtet· ofl''? 

In my work, I interact regular-ly 
with ma ny individu als in t hei r 50s 
and early 60s and I am struck by how 
many ask me about the 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 
ch ildren'! Not rea lly. Many are a lso 
mindfu l that work opportunities a rc 
global and are loath Lo "chain" their 
children to Singapore and "lesser" ca­
reers because of filial piety. 

T here arc 200,000 Singaporeans 
living and working overseas, most­
ly between 20 and 5t1 years of age, said 
the National Population and Talent Di­
vision. 'T'he World Bank in 2010 esti­
mated there were :~00,000 Singapo­
reans considered migrants . ll is likely 
that some or them have purent(s) liv­
ing in Sing<.~pore with no other ch il­
dren here. 
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REDEFINING AGEING IN PLACE 

One point about "ageing in pl<.~ce", 
which is a near-universa l mantra of 
governments, is that while the vast 
majori ty or seniors r·cpor'L intent to 
Ji ve in t he ir c·un·c nt res idence as 
they age, I s us peet what they real­
ly mean is that t hey want to ma in­
Lai n their current rclat.ionships a nd 
social circumstances. 

Physical locality is only one factor 
in t he overall considerat.ion and per­
haps not even the most important. In­
terestingly, Prolcssor AngeliqueChan 
or Duke-Nus in a recPnt s tudy high­
lighted lhe pat·odoxical nature oflon(~­
liness in Singapore us sometimes be­
ing alone in a crowd, saying: "You can 
live with a big lamily and still lee! very 
lonely. Or you could live a lone, but feel 
wanted by lamily and friends." 

What then are the options'? Around 
t he world, rC'tircment vi ll uges and 
their variants a rc gnining in popular­
ity. A useful learning point I ga rnered 
from a re('ent study visit to Austral­
ia is the dclibcrntc planning lor <.~gcd 
care facilities to be live to 10 minutes 
by car to one's origi nul home. This 

C:... C:... Let us think about 
WW filial piety in terms 

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 fami li ar socia l intcraC'tiv­
ity, while enabling appropriate medi­
ca l s upervis ion. 'T'here is no NIMBY 
(Not In My Backyard) Syndrome in 
the community; 1 even l c<.~ r nt that 
many r<'lntivcs visited the sen iors on 
a duily basis. 

How<'v<'r, it is rPally not about the 
phys ical options. 'T'he crux, as articu­
lated by M•· David Collins, an active 
adult and assisted-living consultant, 
is the need to takP the "sense of gui lt" 
out of the cquntion and foC'us on what 
Dnd OJ' Mum will be getting. 

He said Lo onl ine• resource Pers peC'­
tivcs@SMU: "One soci<.l l stumbling 
block is that prople don't, wantalamily 
member Lobe put inlo an institution. 
Getting awuy from the instit utionul 
IE>eling and the institutional mindsct, 
and realis ing t hat what you're doing 
foro mc>mbe•· of your family is really 
a wonderful thing. You're g iving that 
person the oppor tunity to be with 
other· people of their own age, (who 
have) s imi lar ideas, s imilar discus­
s ions about li fe and hea lth and hap­
piness, nnd it ca n be a very happy 
experience." 

What then filial piety? /\n opinion 
piece in Ethos , the publication orthc 
Civil Service College from a lmost a 
decade ago, pul.S iL in its proper placc 
and context: "The t'Onceptol'filia l pie­
ty can be used to raise awareness and 
garn<'r support lor a fami ly approach 
townrds caring tiw the elderly, but the 
provision and regulation of communi­
ty and ins titutional care may need lo 
be ex panded, and should not be seen 
as an a•·r·angementortast resort." 

Let us think about filial piety in 
Lerms of outcomes, regar·dlcss of lo­
cation and false notions of "aban­
donment". What shou ld matter is 
what our parents want, be it, living 
with us, living with their peers m· liv­
ing indt'pt•ncl<'nt,ly. 

What should nol matter is whal W<' 
think tht'Y wanlor what will make us 
look and feel fil ia l. 


