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ASSISTANCE EXPECTATION OF ELDERLY PARENTS
ON THEIR ADULT CHILDREN IN THAI FAMILIES

Abstract

The purposes of this research were to study (1) assistance expectation 9“_
elderly parents on their adult children in rural Thai families, and (2) the application of
Reciprocity concept from Social Exchange theory to understand expectation of
assistance between elderly parents and their adult children in rural Thai families. The
total of 100 samples was selected to participant in this qualitative study. The sample was
multistage and purposive sampling including 50 elderly parents and 50 adult children.
The researcher used in-depth interview and questionnaires. All interviews were
recorded, taken notes, and transcribed. Thematic analysis was used to determine the
themes that constructed assistance expectation of elderly parents on their adult children
in rural Thai families. Quantitative information was analyzed using frequencies, mean,
and percentages.

Research findings from quantitative data revealed that more than a half of elderly
parents (66.0%) expected assistance from their adult children including 1) time help for
physical and psychological support, and 2) financial support. At the same time, the
elderly parents (58.0%) also spent time to support their adult children in the forms of
helping with the tasks of daily living and taking care of grandchild. Qualitative data
revealed four relevant main themes that reflected expectation of assistance on
Caregiving between elderly parents and their adult children. First, elderly parents viewed
themselves as support on the tasks of daily living. Second, elderly parents reflected the
value of their support to family members and their expectation. Third, adult children
viewed taking care of elderly parents as paying back sense of gratitude. Finally, adult

children described taking care of elderly parents as a result of role model and religion.
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Family Support for Elderly Parents in Rural Thai Families:

Perspectives from Elderly Parents and Their Adult Children*
Poonsuk Wachwithan, Ph.D., Assistant Professor, School of Human Ecology, Sukhothai
Thammathirat Open University, Bangpood, Pakkred, Nonthaburi 11120 THAILAND. E-mail
address: wach0023@hotmail.com. Catherine Solheim, Ph.D., Associate Professor and Daniel F.
Detzner, Ph.D., Professor, Department of Family Social Science, College of Human Ecology,
University of Minnesota, St.Paul, MN. 55108 U.S.A. are mentors and active contributors to this
project.

*This study is a component of a rural project on family caregiving funded by the
Thailand Research Fund.

Problem Statement

Many nations around the world are experiencing the impact of the multi-level
demographic revolution that has occurred in recent decades. The rapid increase in
longevity and the decrease in fertility mean that there are fewer adult-child family
members available to care for an increasing number of older adults. In rural areas, where
the majority of the population lives in most Asian nations, the problem is exacerbated by
globalization and the migration of the young to the cities in search of paid employment.
Thailand is a rapidly developing nation where all of these trends are growing yet there are
limited “safety net” financial support or caregiving support programs sponsored by the
government for the increasingly older population.

Thai families are expected to follow the Confucian dictates of filial piety and
caregiving for the elderly. This has historically been an important responsibility for the
adult children and grandchildren in extended families. The demographic changes have
made it increasingly difficult for the current elderly population to receive the care and
assistance they need and expect. These trends are expected to continue and to increase in
future years. The foundation of family caregiving is threatened for the adult-children
who will be the elders of the future. Without government supported programs to fill in
the gaps, there is a looming crisis in the future of Thai (and other Asian) families.

This study examines the dilemma of family caregiving support for elderly parents
and the current status of elderly parents and adult children in the family. More
specifically, the study seeks to answer two basic questions: 1) what is the current status of
family support for elderly parents in rural Thai families? What are the supports for care
of adult children who are currently caring for their elderly parents? A

The objectives of the study were: 1) to examine the family caregiving dilemmas
confronting multigenerational rural Thai families with co-resident elderly and their adult
children. 2) to provide an international context for old age family caregiving research
with general references to Asian nations and specific references to Thailand. 3) to outline
the emerging dilemma confronting Asian nations and Thailand who are experiencing
rapid changes in family structure as a consequence of decreasing fertility and increasing
longevity. 4) to discuss the social and policy implications of findings for Thai families in
the future.
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Literature Review

Population aging was recognized as an important global issue at the first United
Nations World Assembly on Aging in 1982 (United Nations, 1997). The worldwide
number of the elderly population age 60 and over is predicted to increase from about 600
million in 2000 to more than 1200 million in 2025 (United Nations, 1996). In 2050,
older persons will be almost 2000 million (United Nations Economic and Social
Commission for Asia and the Pacific, 2002). With the vast majority of the world’s future
elderly population residing in developing countries, the Asian and Pacific region will be
home to the largest number of older persons, estimated to be more than 1300 million in
2050 (United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific, 2002;
United Nations, 1996).

According to the United Nations documents, the aging population can be defined
into two groups. The young-old group is defined as age 60-69 and the old-old group is
defined as 70+ (United Nations, 1996). Sixty-five percent of older persons in most Asian
and Pacific countries, including Thailand, are placed in the young-old group (United
Nations, 1996). Thus, the term “ elderly” in this study refers to persons who are age 60
and older.

As the aging population continues to increase at a remarkable rate across Asia and
the Pacific countries, an emerging societal issue is looming in most Asia and Pacific
countries. Many countries, including Thailand, have expressed concern about issues
relating to families and older persons (United Nations, 2000; Knodel & Chayovan, 1997;
Chang, 1994). The demographic transition in the population structure (decrease in
fertility and increase in longevity) will have a major impact on economics, technology,
and society as well as traditional ways of caregiving for elderly parents. Industrialization,
urbanization, and modernization of society have expanded across Asian countries
especially in the last two decades (Chang, 1994). The influences of modernization have
created a situation where not only men but also a large number of women are engaged in
wage employment outside the home. In addition, the younger generation is leaving elders
behind in rural areas as they migrate to urban areas for education and jobs.

The Asian cultural idea of eldercare includes the co-residence of elderly parents
and their adult children. The conscious pattern of taking care for elderly parents is varied
and shaped by cultural norms. In Thailand, the role of caregiving for elderly parents
carries the expectation that the older person will reside with their adult children, either
son or daughter (Wongsith, 1992). Although there are many studies of family caregiving
in western countries, there are few studies of the changing nature of family support and
caregiving in developing countries, Asia, or Thailand (Brody, 1985; Hays, 1984; Mancini
& Blieszner, 1989; Pill, 1990; Shanas, 1979 Suitor & Pillemer, 1988; Chang, 1994).

Theoretical Background

This study applies reciprocity concepts from social exchange theory to understand
phenomenal of caregiving support for elderly parents. Reciprocity is described as a
social norm and value that individuals carry as a pattern for reciprocity practiced in social
exchange (Ekeh, 1974). This social norm determines that members of all societies have
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three obligations: (a) to give gifts; (b) to accept gifts; and (c) to respond in returning gifts
(Solow, 1994, p. 379). Concepts of reciprocity include longitudinal relationships in
which donors can, in turn, be receivers over time (Ekeh, 1974; Rettig, 1985). Levi-
Strauss (1974) pointed out that the application of reciprocity concepts in understanding
exchanges of social life has been used since primitive societies. However, the concepts
are still applicable in understanding interpersonal relationship in modern societies
(Solow, 1994).

The current study also integrated ecological perspectives to understand family
caregiving support for elderly parents. According to Bubolz and Sontag (1993), humans
are both biological organisms and social beings that interact with their environment.
Thus, it is assumed that the perspective of elderly parents and adult children on
caregiving can be better understood by interconnecting to their environment at a personal
level, a family level, and societal levels (Bubolz and Sontag, 1993; Montgomery and
Fewer, 1988). This theoretical orientation helps to describe the family caregiving
concepts and processes from the basic to the more complex ideas (Bubolz and Sontag,
1993; Montgomery and Fewer, 1988). At the family level, one can understand what
caregiving support means to elderly parents and adult children, and how elderly parents
and adult children respond to their roles. At the macro level, one can understand other
systems that are interconnected to family caregiving support.

Methods of the Study

The five rural villages selected for the study are located in the central region of
Thailand in Ayuthaya province. This province was selected because it has the highest
percentage of elderly compared to the other provinces in central Thailand. The economy
is primarily agricultural and includes farmers who are landowners and farm workers who
do not own their own land. The region is relatively near to the ever-expanding
megalopolis of Bangkok and thus it is close enough to be an attractive alternative for
younger adults who seek employment off the farm. In addition, the Ayuthaya has a
college where students are available to assist in a field study using a survey and
interviews.

Fifty families from the five villages were selected to participate in the study.

To be included the family had to have at least one elder (age 60+) living in the household
with an adult child who served as caregiver for their parent. A survey was used for
interviewing the elder parents and adult children concerning current family support on
caregiving (N=100). The quantitative data from the surveys was used for analysis as
descriptive information.

There were 26 females and 24 males in the elder sample and 34 females and 16
males in the adult child sample. The elders ranged in age from 60-84 years with a mean
of 71 years. The adult children ranged in age from 20-58 with a mean of 37 years. Sixty-
eight percent of the elders were married and 32% were widowed. Sixty percent of the
adult children were married, 32% single, and 8% widowed or divorced.

For qualitative interviews, two families from each of the five villages were
selected for in-depth interviews both elderly parents and their adult children (N=20).
The qualitative data from the interviews sought to learn more in-depth information about
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the phenomenal of family support on caregiving for elderly parents. The interviews were
transcribed. The thematic analysis will be used for qualitative information to determine
the themes that were structured phenomenal family support of adult children and elderly
parents on caregiving.

The qualitative data were analyzed using the grounded theory procedures to
understand and to interpret the family support on caregiving in Thai families. This
approach provides a system of analysis to construct and relate variables from the data
(Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Strauss and Corbin, 1990). Burton, et al. (1991: 69) points out
that the grounded theory approach can develop "culturally relevant ways of thinking and
theoretical perspectives for studying a diverse aging population". The constructs and the
relationships among variables in this study, therefore, can reveal emerging themes that
are culturally and environmentally relevant and identify meanings that elderly parents and
adult children assign to the phenomena of caregiving support. The analysis also focused
on the differences and common categories and connections among individuals, families,
and communities to gain an understanding of the partial and the whole family support
system.

Findings

Qualitative data analysis from both elderly parents and their adult children revealed
four main themes that have relevance to family support. First, elderly parents viewed
themselves as support for the tasks of daily living in the family. Second, the perception
of elderly parents on the value of support from their adult children varies. Third, paying
back the value of support from elderly parent is psychological support for adult children.
Finally, connecting of caregiving support from adult children to religion, role models and
policy. Each of the themes is discussed below.

Elderly Parents Viewed Themselves as Support on the Tasks of Daily Living

The elderly parents explained that they help with the tasks of daily living toward
basic needs for family members, especially cooking for family members and taking care
of grandchildren. In addition, the elderly parents indicated that they provided space by
sharing their house with adult children.

Cooking for family members. The majority of the elderly perceived that they
assumed the role of cook not only for themselves but also for family members as a whole.
A 69-year-old elderly mother who lived with two adult children and her grandchildren
said that she was the main person who cooked the meals for family members:

For the dinner, I am the main person who cooked for the whole family.
My daughter mostly cooked for breakfast [elderly mother, 69; daughter, 31].

The elderly woman who received financial support from her niece explained her
contribution of cooking meals for the niece’s great grandchild as support in exchange to
her niece:
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My husband died many years ago. I got some financial support from my
widowed niece. My niece went to work during the daytime so I did basic needs
around the house by myself especially cooking meals and doing laundry. I also
cook for the great-grandchild since my niece has no one to help her...so she helps
me and I help her [elderly grandparent, 80; niece, 35].

Taking care of grandchildren. The majority of the elderly parents lived with
their adult children as extended families, resulting in two or three or even four
generations living together. Being part of the extended family, the elderly persons
explained their support in taking care of grandchildren. A 75-year-old elderly father who
shared the house with his son family told about how he helped his son’s family:

Although I have limited income from the farm, my wife and I still help my son
with taking care of grandchildren while the son and daughter-in-law go to the
farm during daytime.

The elderly who are healthy and have family resources can provide more support
for a longer time than those who have limited family resources. In many cases, the
amount of elderly support cannot be appraised since all tasks are not visible in everyday
routine work in family. The following is an example of the explanation of an elderly
mother, age 70:

I used to help my son raise his four children since they were born. Each of the
grandchildren was born one year apart; thus, they all grew up at the same time. 1
did all of the care during daytime for my grandchildren while their parents went to
work... such as, preparing all kinds of food for my grandchildren and giving them
-a bath. It was very hard work for me during that time. Idid it everyday till it felt
like my routine work in the family. Now is better because my grandchildren have
started their school [elderly mother, 70; daughter 41].

Sharing the house provides space for their adult children. In the traditional
Thai house, they shared space for living together as extended families. The elderly
parents who owned the house usually provided space for at least one adult child and
his/her family. Sharing space as support provided by elderly parents in turn helps adult
children on their housing cost. As a 78-year-old widow mother explained the reason to
share the house with her daughter:

I lived with my widow daughter and her child. After she married, my daughter
lived with her husband’s extended family. Unfortunately, last year, her husband
died so she wanted to leave his extended family. She has a child and her monthly
income was limited. She could not afford to rent her living space so I shared
space in my house with my daughter and her child. 1even helped her to take care
of her child while she goes to work during the daytime [elderly mother, 78;
daughter, 46].
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In rural families, the elderly who are well off often built or enlarged their houses
to be connected to each other. As a result, the extended houses can be inheritance that
the elderly provided to his/her adult children. An 81-year-old mother explained that she
bequeaths each unit of the house as a way of support to her adult children:

I built the house connected to each other at the same floor level. It was, kind of;
many units in one house. Ibequeathed each unit of my house to each child who
had married so that they could live separately. Well! Each house connects to
each other; thus, we still lived close to the adult children [elderly mother, 81).

The Perception of Elderly Parents on the Value of Support from Their Adult
Children Varies

In this study, elderly parents not only explained their support to adult children but
also described the values of support from their adult children in the form of psychological
support and health care support.

Expecting to be taken care of by his/her adult children in the future as
psychological support to elderly parents. The majority of elderly parents spell out
their expectation on care to be provided by their adult children in later life. The
expectation of elderly parents can be fulfilled by their confidence of psychological
support in their old age.

As an elderly mother age 71 explained:

At this time, I believe my children are all good persons and they will not leave me
alone. They should realize that I provided support to them since their feet about
the shell size' [elderly mother, 71: daughter, 38].

In addition, the expectation of elderly parents also related to their wisdom being
providing to their adult children. This contribution is in turn provides elderly parents
with not only psychological support but also with the determination to persevere and
maintain self-esteem. As the elderly mother reported that:

I teach and give wisdom to my children and am a role model to them. They knew
my husband and I both work hard and have royalty so that we have some amount
of inheritance. My children are good...they all follow my wisdom. I am lucky
and I believe in them [elderly mother, 72; daughters, 44].

Expecting future health care. At older ages, the physical health of the elderly
parents was a limitation; thus, they were more likely to be concerned about family
support about their physical health. Many elderly parents anticipate their adult children
taking care of them for health care especially when they were ill. As a 65-year-old

' Shell size is explained something which is small. The term of “shell size” is used to compare

with the infant’s feet in Thai culture. It reminds the younger generation to know that parents
provided all care for their children since the children’s feet are about shell size.

%3
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elderly father said:

I need my children to take care of my health if I am very sick. By the time I am
ill I will obligate my adult children to help or to do all things for me.

The elderly mother also explained that she expected her children to care for her illness as
she stated:

As I am older, I prefer my children to look after me while I am ill. She/he should
offer help me, such as giving me medication and taking me to see the doctor.
They should help me on choosing either modern medicine or traditional medicine
[elderly mother 76; daughter 42].

Paying Back the Value of Support from Elderly Parent is Psychological Support for
Adult Children

The majority of adult children viewed the value of support from their elderly
parents as meaningful as psychological support to them. Adult children described three
aspects of psychological support that affected their minds and hearts. They included:
seeing and being around the elderly parent helped them to build their strength, keeping
morals in mind, and showing gratitude to elderly parents. While adult children accept
psychological support from elderly parents, they also respond in paying back the value of
elderly support in the form of providing support to older parents.

Seeing and being around the elderly parent as a way to build adult children’s
strength. A 28-year-old woman who was single and taking care of her mother age 77,
explained that her mother’s face was an emblem to fulfill vigor in her work and her
personal life. The process of putting all her energy to work and to personal life turns out
to be psychological support to adult children in how she pays back to her mother:

I feel like my mother is a significant person who means a great deal to my
psychological support. Whenever I felt tried or bored with my work or my
personal life and I saw my mother... I thought, well, I still have my mother here.
I have to continue to do all things for her since I have no father now [daughter 28;
elderly mother 77].

Showing gratitude to elderly parents as morals. To show gratitude to Thai
elderly parents is a notable practice as the way to pay back to parents by their adult
children. Traditional Thai culture expects the children to show a sense of gratitude to
their parents especially when they were old. The majority of adult children felt that
taking care of elderly parents was a child’s moral duty toward their parents. As a 40-
year-old son considered that:

Taking care of my elderly parents is kind of historical practice in my family life.
Like my parent’s generation provided support to the grandparent generation, then,
my generation has to take care of my parents. As a child you need to have a
moral in mind to take care of parents [son, 40; elderly father, 75].
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Adult children also concerned with the value of paying back to her elderly parents as
psychological support. As a 25-year-old daughter explained:

“...You need to value the person who gave birth and took care of you. I think that
it is the most important part. You need to have a sense of gratitude that we call
‘Katunyu®...” [daughter, 25; elderly mother, 68].

Connection of Caregiving Support from Adult children to Role Model and Religion.

Receiving caregiving support externally for elderly parents is not a traditional
practice in Thai family, but instead is connected with interactions in the family
environment. In this study, both elderly parents and adult children are more likely to
connect caregiving practices to family value of role model transfer and merits in
Buddhism religion.

Modeling of caregiving roles as a root for the younger generation to learn
from. The elderly parents and adult children clarify the value of the caregiving role as
role model for the younger generation to learn from the older generation. The majority of
elderly parents and adult children explained how the role model is important for them to
learn ways of providing care for the elderly parents.

An eighty-year-old father who believed in his children and who used to take care
of his elderly parents reported that:

Experiences of taking care of my parents are meaningful to my life now. I think
all my children are good so that I think they should learn how I did with my
parents as a role model [elderly father, 80; adult son, 50].

In addition, the middle generation viewed how role models can be transferred the
same as learning lesson from school. As an adult daughter who took care of his elderly
father explained:

I think taking care of parents is like the process of transferring role models from
one generation to the next generation. If we do all good things for our parents
then the children can learn from us the same as they learn other part of lesson
from school [adult daughter, 47; elderly father, 76]

Connecting future caregiving support to merits. The majority of elderly
parents and their adult children connect their beliefs in religion towards family caregiving
for elderly parents. Especially for the elderly themselves, they do believe that good care

2 Katanyu is a term of appreciation and honor that is used in Thai culture. The honor is given to
those of younger generations who show the sense of gratitude towards the older persons, in
particular towards their parents.
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from their adult children is a result of merits® from the past life. As a-79-year-old elderly
mother expressed her belief:

I believe if the children leave me behind and do not provide any caregiving
support on my old age...it might be because of wicked behaviors from my past
life resulting in my present life [elderly mother, 79; adult daughter, 48].

An elderly father also believed that future support would come from his adult
children. Besides, many elderly parents believe that future support from their adult
children depends upon the past merit of the elderly his/herself. As a 68-year-old father
concluded that:

Having adult children provide cargiving support in old age is a result of past
merits of each elderly person [elderly father, 68; adult daughter, 35].

Discussion, Conclusion and Implication

Findings from elderly parents and adult children perspectives show several
important concepts that help to understand caregiving support for elderly parents in Thai
families. First, findings from the present study contributes to the literature in areas of
theory, research and policy. Although rapid changes in demographic factors, the socio-
economical system, and technological systems influence family life today, this study
found that the caregiving role still remained as family unit affairs.

Future research questions should include: How can the younger generations retain
the strength of family caregiving value while there is limited social support to elderly
people in Thai society? What are the values of caregiving for elderly parents from
different generation perspectives?

Second, the present study contributes to ways that reciprocity concepts can be
applied to examine family support patterns on caregiving across generations over time in
families. The reciprocity concepts have generally been based on values and beliefs from
Western family perspectives. The present study reflected these to the relevant application
of theoretical concepts cross-culturally, in this case, Thailand.

~ Inthis study, the adult children and elderly parents viewed the significance of the
contribution of each generation. These contributions can also enrich productivity of the
younger generations in both direct and indirect ways as psychological support and role
models. According to applications of reciprocity concepts, it is assumed that any support

® Merits can be any good practice that relates to Buddhism beliefs, for example, bringing food to

the monks at the temple for their morning and midday meals, or providing support to elderly
parents. Buddhists believe in rebirth, which means the present life is determined by the former
life and the future life will be determined by the present life (Phongphit and Hewison, 1990;
Basham, 1989). The more meritorious this life, the higher the form in which one will be reborn.
Hence, the heightened practice of religion by Buddhists may be viewed as merit making with the
hope of rebirth in a higher form (Cowgill, 1981).
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type can be used to repay or to reciprocate the support that one has received. For
instance, parents provided their abilities and energy to raise their children to be adults,
and also provide their money to support their children’s education (Brannen & Wilson,
1987). In turn, adult children may later provide different types of support, such as
instrumental support, material support and/or psychological support to their elderly
parents in exchange for the support their elderly parents gave to them earlier in their life
(Mancini & Blieszner, 1989; Walker & Pratt, 1991).

Third, with the small-scale study focusing on the qualitative research design of the
present study, findings were limited to qualitative outcomes. Thus, future research is
needed to examine quantitative research designed as a large-scale study. The research
methodology should be relevant both scientifically and culturally.

Fourth, information about elderly issues should be developed for family life
education programs both formally and informally. In order to help the middle
generations today in their old age, educational programs, including long term planning,
should be offered. The research on prevention and intervention programs needs to
address caregiving issues. This information can help both the current and future
generations to gain insight into understanding the long term care, the potential financial
implications, and the family and/or public resources support available for prevention as
well as for future needs (Stum and Brouwer, 1995).

Fifth, reliance on informal caregiving only from family members may increase the
risks of caregivers’ burdens for future caregiving. Therefore, a bridging of formal care
and informal care at the family level can be a significant support to family members in
taking care of their elderly parents. For example, an increase in professionals and
paraprofessionals that provide elderly care can help family caregivers to improve their
knowledge, understanding and quality of care for elderly parents. Cooperation between
government and private organizations should strongly support elderly people, in
particular by allocating potential resources available. For instance, the quality and
availability of public health care and other facilities for the elderly should be increased.

In conclusion, this study is a snapshot of family caregiving of elderly parents from
five villages in the middle region of Thailand. Furthermore, the review of literature also
suggested that at the macro level the insufficiency of resources and demographic changes
would be problematic in terms of care for elderly parents. It should be noted that the
influences of modernization of Thai society have only begun to emerge. In fact, as the
changes due to modernization appear in rural and urban communities throughout .
Thailand, they will continue to reflect family caregiving issues toward elderly in Thai
society as a whole.

The concern of family caregiving for the elderly is depicted not only in the
situations in Thailand but in other Asian countries as well (United Nations, 1994). It
seems clear that modernization in Western societies shifted the economic security of the
dependent aged from the family to the states (Cowgill, 1986). For countries like
Thailand, the family may no longer be able for all to provide support for elderly parents
as it has traditionally. Thus, the planning of formal support and economic security for the
elderly should be a theme of significance for policy makers in Thai society as well as for
policy makers in many other Asian countries.
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With the vast majority of the world’s future elderly population residing in
developing countries, the Asian and Pacific region will be home to the
largest number of older persons, estimated to be more than 1.3 billion in
2050. Sixty-five percent of older persons in most Asian and Pacific
countries, including Thailand, are in the young-old group, 60-69 years

of age.

The demographic transition in the population structure will have a major
impact on economics, technology, and society as well as traditional ways of
caregiving for elderly parents. The rapid increase in longevity and the
decrease in fertility mean that there are fewer adult-child family members
available to care for an increasing number of older adults. The influences of
modernization have created a situation where not only men, but also a large
number of women are engaged in wage employment outside the home. In
rural areas, where the majority of the population lives in most Asian nations,
the problem is exacerbated by globalization and the migration of the young
to the cities in search of paid employment.

Thailand is a rapidly developing nation where all of these trends are
growing, yet there are limited “safety net” financial support or caregiving
support programs sponsored by the government for the increasingly older
population. Thai families are expected to follow the Confucian dictates of
filial piety and caregiving for the elderly, which has historically been an
important responsibility for the adult children and grandchildren in extended
families. However, the demographic changes have made it increasingly
difficult for the current elderly population to receive the care and assistance
they need and expect. Without government supported programs to fill in the
gaps, there is a looming crisis in the future of Thai, and other Asian,
families. The Asian, and Thai, cultural idea of eldercare includes the co-
residence of elderly parents and their adult children, either son or daughter.
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Reciprocity in intergenerational support

The perspective of elderly parents and adult children on caregiving can be
better understood by the interconnection to their environment at the
personal, family, and societal levels. Reciprocity is a social norm and value
that influences individuals’ patterns of social exchange, yet results in
members of all societies having the obligation to give gifts, accept gifts, and
respond in returning gifts. Concepts of reciprocity include longitudinal
relationships in which donors can, in turn, be receivers over time.

Thai intergenerational families

Five rural villages, located in the central region of Thailand, were selected
for this study. Ayuthaya province has the highest percentage of elderly in
central Thailand. The economy is primarily agricultural, including both
farm landowners and farm workers without land. The region is relatively
near to the ever-expanding megalopolis of Bangkok, making it an attractive
alternative for younger adults who seek employment off the farm.

Fifty families from five villages completed the surveys. Each family had at
least one elder, age 60+, living in the household with an adult child who
served as caregiver for their parent. Two families from each of the five
villages were selected for in-depth interviews of both elderly parents and
their adult children. The 20 interviews gave more in-depth information
about family support on caregiving for elderly parents.

Support in the tasks of daily living
The elderly parents described how they helped with the tasks of daily living,
especially cooking for family members and taking care of grandchildren, as
well as sharing their house with adult children. The majority of the elderly
said that they served as cook not only for themselves, but also for family
members.
The majority of the elderly parents lived with their adult children as
extended families, resulting in two or three or even four generations living
together. The elderly who are healthy and have family resources can provide
more support for a longer time than those with limited family resources.
An elderly mother explains how she helped with the grandchildren:
I used to help my son raise his four children since they were born.
Each of the grandchildren was born one year apart; thus, they all
grew up at the same time. I did all of the care during daytime for my
grandchildren while their parents went to work... such as, preparing
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all kinds of food for my grandchildren and giving them a bath. It was
very hard work for me during that time. 1 did it everyday till it felt
like my routine work in the family. Now is better because my
grandchildren have started their school.
In the traditional Thai home, families shared space by living together as
extended families. The elderly parents who owned the house usually
provided space for at least one adult child and his/her family. A widowed
mother shared: :
I lived with my widowed daughter and her child. After she married,
my daughter lived with her husband’s extended family. Unfortunately,
last year, her husband died so she wanted to leave his family. She
could not afford to rent her living space so I shared space in my house
with my daughter and her child. I even helped her to take care of her
child while she goes to work during the daytime.
In rural families, the elderly who are well off often built or enlarged their
houses to be connected to each other. As a result, the extended houses
served as an inheritance to the elderly person’s adult children. A mother
talks about her bequest:
I built the house connected to each other at the same floor level. It
was, kind of, many units in one house. I bequeathed each unit of my
house to each child who had married so that they could live
separately. Well! Each house connects to each other; thus, we still
lived close to the adult children.

Value of Support between Adult Children and Elderly Parents
The majority of elderly parents spell out their expectation on care to be
provided by their adult children in later life. The expectation of elderly
parents can be fulfilled by their confidence of psychological support in their
old age. An elderly mother commented: “I believe that my children are all
good persons and they will not leave me alone. They should realize that I
provided support to them since their feet were shell size.”
Elderly parents also expect to share their wisdom to their adult children.
This helps elderly parents maintain self-esteem and feel worthwhile. As an
elderly mother reported:
I teach and give wisdom to my children and am a role model to them.
They knew my husband and I both work hard and have royalty so that
we have some amount of inheritance. My children are good...they all
follow my wisdom. Iam lucky and I believe in them.
At older ages, the physical health of the elderly parents was a limitation and
they were more likely to be concerned about family support to assist them
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physically. Many elderly parents anticipate that their adult children will care
of them especially when they were ill. An elderly mother expressed her
expectations:
As I am older, I prefer my children to look after me while I am ill.
They should offer help to me, such as giving me medication and taking
me to see the doctor. They should help me with choosing either
modern medicine or traditional medicine.
Seeing and being around the elderly parent provided inspiration to their adult
children. A single woman who was taking care of her mother explained that
her mother’s face was an emblem helping her fulfill vigor in her work and
personal life: _
I feel like my mother is a significant person - who means a great deal to
my psychological support. Whenever I felt tried or bored with my
work or my personal life and I saw my mother-... I thought, well, I still
have my mother here. I have to continue to do all things for her since I
have no father now.
Traditional Thai culture expects the children to show a sense of gratitude to
their parents especially when they were old. A daughter said, “You need to
value the person who gave birth and took care of you. You need to have a
sense of gratitude.” The majority of adult children felt that taking care of
elderly parents was a child’s moral duty toward their parents. A son
commented:
Taking care of my elderly parents is kind of historical practice in my
family life. Like my parents’ generation provided support to the
grandparent generation, then, my generation has to take care of my
parents. As a child you need to have a moral in mind to take care of
parents.
The majority of elderly parents and adult children believed that a role model
is important for them to learn ways of providing care for the elderly parents.
As an adult daughter who took care of his elderly father explained:
I think taking care of parents is like the process of transferring role
models from one generation to the next generation. If we do all good
things for our parents then the children can learn from us the same as
they learn other parts of lessons from school.
The majority of elderly parents and their adult children connect their beliefs
in religion to family caregiving for elderly parents. The elderly, especially,
believe that good care from their adult children is a result of merits from
their past life. An elderly mother said, “ believe if the children leave me
behind and do not provide any caregiving support on my old age...it might
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be because of wicked behaviors from my past life resulting in my present

Preparing for the present and the future
» Information about elderly issues in Thailand should be developed for

family life education programs both formally and informally. When a
country is in such flux in its traditional value systems, discussion of
the changes will enable families to plan ahead and understand what is
happening to them.

= Educational programs, including long term planning, should be

offered to enable both current and future generations to understand
long term care, potential financial implications, and the family and/or
public resources available for prevention and for future needs.

= Bridging of formal care and informal care at the family level can be a

significant support to family members in taking care of their elderly
parents. An increase in professionals and paraprofessionals that
provide elderly care can help family caregivers improve their
knowledge, understanding and quality of care for elderly parents.
Cooperation between government and private organizations should
strongly support elderly people by allocating available resources. The
quality and availability of public health care and other facilities for the
elderly should be increased.

Modernization in Western societies shifted the economic security of
the dependent aged from the family to the government. For countries
like Thailand, the family may no longer be able to provide support for
elderly parents as it has traditionally. Thus, the planning of formal
support and economic security for the elderly should be a significant
theme for policy makers in Thai society as well as for policy makers
in many other Asian countries.



