
~ EAST-WEST CENTER

PROGRAM ON POPULATION

ASIA·PACIFIC POPULATION RESEARCH REPORTS

Number 4 April 1995

Aging in Asia: Setting
the research foundation
Albert I. Hermalin

Asia's populations will grow older at a rapid rate during the next 50 years. Many

countries of the region have already completed the transition from high to low

fertility rates and are experiencing a rise in the proportions of elderly in their

populations. Their governments are concerned about the social and economic

consequences 0/ population aging and desire to fashion policies and programs

that reflect national cultural and economic profiles. This report first develops a

framework for understanding the factors that affect the status and well-being of

the elderly. It then spells out the elements of a policy-oriented research agenda

that can monitor the transformations likely to occur in the cultural, social, and

economic arrangements for the elderly.
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T here is little doubt that Asia's
elderly populations will grow

rapidly in absolute and relative
numbers over the next 25 to 30 years.

Given this likelihood, what can the re­

search community, particularly the de­

mographic community, do to maximize
its understanding of how population
dynamics are interacting with culture,

social change, and economic develop­
ment to affect the well-being of the eld­

erly and the relationships between older

and younger generations? Stated other­

wise/ how can research funds/ which are

likely to be constrained, best be used to

study the consequences for Asian soci­

eties and families of the expected

changes in population age structure over

the next 30 years?
It is useful to contrast the current

situation with that of 25 to 30 years ago.

Then, throughout most of Asia, the pre­
dominant demographic concern was

about rapid population growth and its

effects on economic development as gov­
ernments sought to advance the welfare

of their citizens at the end of World War

II. How and when/ and at what rate, fer­

tility would decline was the overriding

question. At that time social scientists

were just beginning to develop many of

the demographic and related research

tools needed for studying fertility and

family planning dynamics.
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Today the situation is quite different.

In contrast with the determinants of

fertility levels [or of mortality or migra­

tion levels), the determinants of age

structure are well known-they are de·

termined by these other demographic

processes-and this knowledge gives us

a high level of assurance about the fu­

ture trends in population aging. Current

and projected increases in the propor­

tions of elderly are primarily a result of

the sharp declines in fertility that have

occurred in many East and Southeast

Asian countries, and also a result of in­
creases in life expectancy. Barring a sig­

nificant change in the levels of child­

bearing, future age structures are highly

predictable.

In addition, the field of population

studies has matured considerably in its

theoretical, substantive, and method­

ological dimensions, as have related re­
search fields. We now have much" richer
arrays of data available, more powerful
tools for analyzing them, and deeper

insights into the interrelationships be·

tween demographic and other societal

forces.
Along with achieving lower fertility

and improvements in life expectancy,

many countries in Asia have made great

strides in such areas of social and eco­

nomic development as per capita in­

come, educational levels, and women's

labor force participation. Accordingly,

these countries are grappling with new

population-related issues-internal mi­

gration, urbanization, immigration (in­

cluding temporary foreign labor), labor

supply and demand, environmental

impacts, and social welfare programs­

in addition to a changing age structure,

which of course intersects with most of

these other issues. The leaders of these

countries have grown much more aware

of the complex interrelationships be­

tween demographic and socioeconomic

factors, as well as the interplay among

the demographic factors themselves.

An indication of this awareness is

that although only two Asian societies,

Japan and Hong Kong, had more than

10 percent of their populations in the

60 and older age group as of 1990, since

the early 1980s there has been an out­

pouring of conferences, research proj­

ects, books, and papers about aging in

Asia [Andrews 1992). Policymakers in

both the public and the private sector

have been trying to anticipate the im­

plications of aging trends and to de­

vise appropriate policy responses.

This self~awareness has several di­

mensions. Many governments are inter­

ested in setting several demographic

goals simultaneously or, more precisely,

in fine-tuning their demographic re­

sponses to balance various social needs.

Thus, in some countries policymakers

continue to be concerned about reduc­

ing fertility-but not too much-and in

others where fertility is very low they

are attempting to raise birth rates to

offset what are thought to be potentially

deleterious effects of an aging society.

Some societies perceive potential con­

flicts between their achievements in

providing advanced educational oppor­

tunities for women and the delays in

marriage and childbearing that are of­

ten associated with these educational

trends.

Many Asian leaders are well aware of

the high cost and other problems asso­

ciated with social welfare programs for

the elderly in the West and are seeking

approaches that will provide needed sup­

port at a much lower cost. They wish to

know whether flmodernization" inevi­

tably means "Westernization, /1 or

whether they can choose different ar­

rangements. An intriguing possibility is

that Asians, with their long-standing

family traditions, including the Confu­

cian tradition of reverence for the eld­

erly, on the one hand and their willing-

ness to seek new solutions on the other,

might develop policies and institutions

that could influence Western approaches

to issues of population aging.

From a researcher's standpoint, this

early self-awareness is an advantage

because it provides an opportunity to

fashion a research agenda for tracing the

effects of social and demographic forces

on the well-being of the elderly and for

helping government officials and busi­

ness owners to develop appropriate

policies and programs in response to

population aging. It also represents a

challenge because policymakers will ex­

pect research to be responsive to these

policy and program needs. Therefore,

we researchers must ask ourselves how

best to prepare for the tasks ahead.

FASHIONING
A CONCEPTUAL
FRAMEWORK

In developing a research agenda, it is

useful to begin with a conceptual frame­

work that describes the interrelation­

ships of the major factors involved.

Figure 1 portrays the well-being of the

elderly as a function of, first, the politi­

cal, sociocultural, and economic systems

of a societYi second, the society's demo­

graphic structures; and, third, the result­

ant policies and programs jsuch as the

tax structure and land-use regulations)

that affect tile elderly either directly or

indirectly. This conceptual framework

views these policies and programs as

shaped not only by the needs of the eld­

erly but also by the economic and po­

litical power that the· older segment of

the population can exert in its own be­

half. Governments adopt them in accor­

dance with the goals and values of their·

constituents and in response to socioeco­

nomic and demographic forces.
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Many countries in Asia have already completed the transition from high to low fertility

rates, and others are now undergoing rapid fertility declines. Although a few are experi­

encing slower rates of change, Asian populations as a whole will age rapidly over the next

25 to 30 years, primarily as a result of lower birth rates. Governments of the region are

distinctive in their awareness of emerging demographic trends and their desire to fashion

policies and programs that reflect each country's unique cultural and economic profile;

Given this desire, a research agenda is needed that will provide maximum insight into

how population aging interacts with cultural traditions and economic development, and
how these interactions affect the well-being of the elderly and the relationships between

generations.

This Research Report first develops a framework for understanding the factors affect­
ing the status and well-being of the elderly, tracing the broad demographic trends, pro­

jecting those trends into the future, and examining current living arrangements of the

elderly throughout Asia. By 2025, the proportion of the population 60 and older is ex­
pected to approach 20 percent in East Asia and to be around 11 to 12 percent in South
Asia and Southeast Asia. Currently from two-thirds to four-fifths of Asia's elderly reside
wttha grown- child;-burdiminishing-family size,-'rapidly--rising educational levels- among

the future elderly, and other factors have created uncertainty about future trends in
. coresidence.

The report next spells out the elements of a research agenda that can monitor the

transformations likely to occur in the cultural, social, and economic arrangements of the

elderly. These elements include the types of quantitative and qualitative data to be used,

questions that can be added to current data-collection efforts, and modifications in the

design of surveys, censuses, and related efforts-all of which can greatly enhance our
knowledge of emerging patterns at reasonable costs. The ultimate goal is to inform pub­

lic policies affecting the elderly.

j .
•
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SOCIETAL SYSTEMS

tries, in fertility, mortality, and the pro­
portion of each population at older ages.
Figure 3 graphicaily portrays the re­

gional patterns of observed change in

the three variables and of projected

changes in the relative size of the eld­

erly population.

The most dramatic declines in fer­

tility have taken place in East Asia,

where over a span of 25 years the total
fertility rate feil from an average of 5.35

children per woman to just 2.3, with
little variation among countries. A

number of countries in that subregion
currently have fertility rates at or be­

low the population replacement level of
2.1 children per woman. Southeast Asia

also shows a sharp fertility decline on

average between 1960-65 and 1985-90;

but the region exhibits considerable

variability, with some countries at or
near the replacement level and others

remaining at high fertility. South Asia

shows the least reduction overall; but
significant fertility declines in the last

10 to 15 years are apparent in each of
the countries shown except Pakistan.

Improvements in life expectancy

Policies and programs
(direct and indirect)
affecting the elderly

Political structure ~
Cultural and social dimensions
Level of economic development

DEMOGRAPHIC TRENDS

Figure 1. Conceptual framework for factors affecting the status and well-being of the
elderly

It is beyond the scope of this report to

take stock of all the measures implied
by Figure 1. Focusing briefly on current

demographic trends and on inp.icators
of change in the status of the elderly is

useful, however.
The age structure of a population re­

sponds primarily to fertility levels and

secondarily, once low fertility levels are
reached, to mortality. Table 1 presents

recent trends, for selected Asian coun-

the weil-being of the elderly and to be
aware of the exchanges, programs,· and

other factors that shape that outcome.

At the same time, we must try to mea­

sure changes in the broader cultural and

economic context and to develop a re­

search program that provides a suffi­

ciently dynamic picture of ail the key

factors. lt is not likely that any single
data·collection tool, such as an occa·

sional cross-sectional survey, will suf­
fice, and therefore an array of research
strategies needs to be developed to ac­

complish the tasks at manageable costs.

""" r--'"'-----------,
STAlUS AND WELL-BEING OF TI-iE ELDERLY
Socioeconomic level
Physical and emotional health

.. ____ Living arrangements
Patterns of exchange and support7 Other intergenerational relations

r-D-E-M-OJ.G-R-AP-H-I-C'-S-T-R-U-C-T-U~R"-E-S----' ~

Fertility_ ~__
- Age structure

Mortality
Migration and immigration
Urbanization
Marriage and divorce
Labor force dynamics

Figure i does not portray the dy­
namic aspects of the situation, and so

it is important to remember that the

broad cultural, socioeconomic, and de·
mographic dimensions are ail shifting

over time, presenting opportunities and

constraints that affect the development

of programs and impinge directly on the

welfare of the elderly. Indeed, some of
the major theoretical formulations

about the status of the elderly attempt
to describe what happens to them over

the course of economic development.
For example, after reviewing several

factors associated with development­
industrialization, urbanization, modern

health technology, and increased edu­

cation-Cowgill (19741 concluded that

ail of them tended to reduce the status
of the elderly by trapping them In more

traditional and less rewarding jobs, sepa­

rating them from their families, depriv­
ing them of meaningful roles through

early retirement, and lowering their so­
cial status relative to the young. Nev­

ertheless, he and others recognize that

several benefits have accrued to the eld­

erly from development. Treas and Logue

(19861 suggest that the relationship be·

tween economic development and the
welfare of the elderly depends on many
situational factors.

Figure 2 is an alternative framework

that stresses the dynamic aspects of the
elderly population's situation and calls

attention to exchanges with family
members, friends, and the formal sec­

tors of society that affect the weil-be­

ing of the eiderly. The larger societai
system, policies and programs, and the

exchange system all evolve over time;

and the status, needs, and resources of
the elderly, along with many other cul­

tural and social factors, influence this

evolution.
Taken together, Figures I and 2 help

to set the broad research agenda. At any

given point, it is important to measure
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Figure 2. Framework for analyzing the relationships of societal systems to systems of
exchange and the position of the elderly over time

across Asia are no less dramatic. Be­

tween 1960-65 and 1985-90, life expect­
ancy at birth rose in each subregion by
10 years or more. East Asia shows the

lowest level of mortality in 1990, with
life expectancy at about 70 years, in

large part because of the spectacular

gains in China. Southeast Asia has a life

expectancy of 61 years overall, but con­
siderable variation exists among coun­
tries. South Asia's level is somewhat

lower, at 57 years.

These changes are the main forces

driving the increased proportions of the

elderly. As Table I shows, the growth
in the proportions of elderly tends to re-

TIME 1

TIME2

flect the rate of fertility decline: coun­

tries and subregions showing the larg­

est and earliest declines generally have

the highest proportions at the older

ages. Nearly 10 percent of East Asia's

population was 60 or older as of 1990,

and that proportion is projected to rise

to nearly 20 percent by 2025, with sev­

eral countries in the subregion exceed­
ing 30 percent in that age category by
then. The somewhat lower proportions

of elderly projected for 2025 in South­
east Asia and South Asia reflect the later

onset of fertility decline and differences

in mortality levels in those subregions.

Overall, little difference exists between

POSITION OF THE ELDERLY AND
SOCIETAL SYTEMS SYSTEMS OF EXCHANGE

Position of the elderly
Cultural

II I \ \Social~ Gover~'TJenlal -
and _ poliCies

. and
economic programs

Demographic /
Kin Friends Employer Communlty Slale

and or
neighbors nation

I
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Southeast Asia and South Asia in past,

current, or projected proportions at

older ages, despite their somewhat dif­

ferent recent trajectories of fertility and

mortality. Within all three subtegions,

the relative size of elderly populations
shows growing diversity.

Given the dramatic demographic and

socioeconomic changes that have oc­

curred in Asia, it is appropriate to con­

sider how much change has taken place

in the factors associated with the well­
being of the elderly. Detailed time se­

ries of the topics identified in Figure 1

are not generally available, but living

arrangements of the elderly have been
studied widely as a prime indicator of

their well-being and a harbinger of

changes that may occur with greater

industrialization and urbanization. In
many agricultural societies of Asia, as

elsewhere, parents would traditionally

coreside with one or more married chil­

dren and be supported by them in old

age. It was even common for one grown

child and his or her :;pouse to remain in

the parents' household upon marriage,
so that, for parents, coresidence with a

married child began at a fairly early age.

Despite the importance-of coresi­

dence as an indicator of elderly indi­

viduals' welfare in Asia, several cau­

tions need to be observed in measuring

and interpreting its prevalence. On the

measurement side, some measures do

not distinguish between coresidence

with married and unmarried children.

When an older parent lives with unmar­

ried children, particularly those who are
young adults, it may be unclear whether
support is flowing primarily from the

children to the parent or vice versa. If
couples delay childbearing, or if hus­

bands are significantly older than wives,

then over time there can be an increase

in the number of couples over age 60

who have unmarried children living at

home, without signifying any change in
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Figure 3. Trends in total fertility, life expectancy, and the percentage of elderly: East Asia, Southeast Asia, and South Asia, 1960-2025

Source: Table 1.

the support arrangement of the parents. may still have frequent contact and re- children, combined with the economic

Even when a consistent set of data ceive substantial support from their means to achieve this. At the same

collected over time is available on the children. (For information on this phe- time, economic constraints may pro-

level of coresidence with married chil- nomenon in the United States and Brit- mote coresidence even among more

dren, several cautions should be ob- ain, see Townsend 1957, Bumpass 199O, modern sectors of the population. As an

served. Most obviously, coresidence in and Eggebeen and Hogan 1990.) The example, DeVos and Lee 119931 report

itself may not mean an active or sub- absence of coresidence may signify a that while the proportion of elderly per-

stantiallevel of support of the elderly. greater preference for privacy and inde- sons living in extended families de-

Conversely, older parents living alone pendence on the part of both parents and dined in rural areas and cities of South

Table 1. Fertility, mortality, and percentage of population 60 and older: selected Asian countries, recent periods

Subregion
Total fertility rates (TFRs) Life expectancy at birth Percentage of population 60 or older

and country 1960-65 1970-75 1985-90 1960-65 1970-75 1985-90 1960 1990 2025 {projected)

East Asia 5.35 4.40 2.30 51.0 63.8 70.3 7.3 9.5 19.6
China 5.93 4.76 2.38 49.5 63.2 69.4 7.2 8.8 18.8
Hong Kong 5.30 2.89 1.36 67.6 72.0 77.0 4.8 12.9 31.0
Japan 2.01 2.07 1.68 69.0 73.3 78.3 8.9 17.2 30.3
Korea {South} 5.40 4.11 1.73 55.2 61.5 69.4 5.3 7.5 22.0

Southeast Asia 5.89 5.26 3.73 46.7 51.6 61.3 5.3 6.2 12.5
Indonesia 5.42 5.10 3.48 42.5 47.5 60.2 5.2 6.3 13.6
Malaysia 6.72 5.15 4.00 55.7 63.0 69.5 5.3 5.8 12.6
Philippines 6.61 5.29 4.30 54.5 57.9 63.5 4.9 4.9 10.9
Singapore 4.93 2.63 1.69 65.8 69.5 73.5 3.7 8.7 27.0
Thailand 6.42 5.01 2.57 53.9 59.6 67.3 4.5 6.3 16.8

South Asia 6.03 5.70 4.66 45.0 49.5 57.0 5.8 6.5 11.0
Bangladesh 6.68 7.02 5.10 40.6 44.9 50.7 6.2 4.9 7.6
India 5.81 5.43 4.20 45.5 50.3 57.9 5.7 7.1 12.7
Pakistan 7.00 7.00 6.75 44.4 49.0 56.5 6.3 4.6 8.0
Sri Lanka 5.16 4.00 2.67 63.5 65.0 70.3 5.7 8.0 16.9

Sources: TFRs and life expectancy for 1960-65 and 1970-75: Ogawa and Tsuya 1I993, tables 2.3 and 2.4). TFRs and life expectancy for 1985-90 and all data for

percentage of population 60 and older: United Nations (1993).
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Nearly 10 percent of
East Asia's population
was 60 or older as of
1990, and that propor­
tion is projected to
rise to nearly 20
percent by 2025-and
to more than 30
percent in several
countries.

Korea outside the capital between 1970

and 1980, it remained the same in Seoul,

undoubtedly reflecting the tight hous­

ing market there.

In general, it is important to distin­

guish between the form and the func­

tion of family arrangements. Just as the

family has changed its primary func­

tions over time, reducing its role as a

unit of production but maintaining or

enhancing its importance in other

spheres, coresidence of an elderly par­

ent with a married child can involve a

wide variety of arrangements. In an ur­

ban setting, for example, elderly parents

may be heavily engaged in child care,

shopping, and meal preparation for the

busy younger couple rather than being

on the receiving end of various forms

of sociai support.
With these observations as back­

ground, Table 2 presents data on recent

Table 2. Percentage of elderly (60 and

older) living with children: 11 Asian

societies, recent years

Subregion
and country Year Percentage

East Asia
China 1987 82

Cities 1987 73
Towns 1987 70
Rural areas 1987 89

Japan 1989 58
Korea (South) 1984 78
Taiwan 1989 71

Southeast Asia
Indonesia 1990 67
Malaysia 1984 69
Philippines 1988 68
Singapore 1986 88
Thailand 1986 77

South Asia
India (rurall 1982 83
Sri Lanka 1990 84

Sources: China: Cai (1991, 123J. India: Martin (1990,

table 8 (13 villages in Bihar]). Indonesia, South

Korea, the Philippines, Sri Lanka, and Thailand:

Knodel and Debavalya (1992,10). Malaysia: Martin

l1989b, table 1). Singapore and Taiwan: Knodel

[1995, table 11.

levels of coresidence in selected coun­

tries of Asia, and Table 3 presents

changes in coresidence levels in Japan,

South Korea, and Taiwan since the

1970s. For comparative purposes these

data should be regarded as broad esti­

mates, given the wide variety in the

breadth and methods of data collection

represented. Despite this qualification,

Table 2 reveals a high degree of coresi­

dence among persons 60 years old and

over in the 11 Asian societies as of the

mid- to late 1980s, the proportions rang­

ing from about two-thirds to more than

four-fifths. Both the East Asian and the

Southeast Asian data show considerabie

variability. Elderly persons who do not

live with children are not necessarily

living alone, of course, since many are

living as couples. The proportions of the

elderly living alone in Asian countries

are very low, rarely reaching 10 percent

and often below 5 percent in the coun­

tries studied (Knodel and Debavalya

1992; Martin and Kinsella 1994).

Table 3, which presents changing lev­

els of coresidence over time and in the

case of South Korea and Taiwan restricts

the definition of coresidence to living

with married children, indicates that

coresidence has declined in the three

East Asian societies over the last two

decades. (In Taiwan the decline may be

overstated because among the elderly

the proportion of Chinese mainland­

ers-those who migrated to Taiwan in

1949-50 after the Chinese Civil War­

increased sharply over this period. High

proportions of mainlanders are unmar­

ried and childless.) Although the propor­

tions of elderly coresidents appear to

have been higher in japan than in South

Korea or Taiwan, this is due entirely to

differences in the definition of coresi­

dence, the japanese data including

coresidence with unmarried as well as

married children. In 1989 the proportion

of the elderly japanese Ithose 65 and
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older) coresiding with a married child

was 42 percent, substantially lower than

the comparable figure for Taiwan lIapan
Aging Center, n.d., 46).

Despite the evidence of a downturn,

the current levels of coresidence depicted

in both tables are considerably higher

than those currently observed in Western

industrialized countries (Hirosima 1993,
table I). In this connection, however, it is

worth noting that in 1910 about 60 per­

cent of U.S. elderly (those 65 and older)

lived with a child-dose to the propor­

tions shown in Table 3 (Ruggles 1994,

table 4). Future trends in coresidence as

well as many other aspects of aging in

Asia are still an open question.

DEMOGRAPHIC VERSUS
NONDEMOGRAPHIC
RESPONSES
TO POPULATION AGING

Aware of Asia's aging populations and

of the social and economic implications
of an older population, many observers

regard these developments as an IIaging

problem, II particularly in view of the
rapid pace of these changes. Given the

demographic origins of the IIproblem,"

some policymakers have been tempted
to seek demographic solutions. This
approach overlooks several key consid-

erations. First, an older aging structure
should be viewed as a recent human triw

umph, reflecting on the one hand a re­

gime of low fertility, due to couples'

success in achieving desired small numw

bers of children, and on the other low

mortality, representing gains toward a

universal aspiration for longer and

healthier lives. Moreover, the attempt

to fashion a demographic solution to the

perceived problem assumes that a

society's demographic behavior can be

finewtuned up or down-contrary to

widespread evidence on the outcome of

efforts to adjust fertility rates through

exhortation or financial incentives. jSee

the discussion by Uhlenberg 1992, 464.)

It also overlooks the potential social and

economic dislocations caused by fre­
quently shifting fertility rates, as soci­

eties, for example, cope first with the
costs of expanding schooling and train­

ing capacities after an upturn in fertil­

ity, and then cope with the costs of ex­

cess capacity after a downturn.
A sounder approach is to view the

demographic trends as providing a set
of challenges and opportunities within

which to develop social policies and

programs commensurate with other
societal changes, as suggested by Figure
1. As an example, even though an older
population eventually has a high ratio

An older age structure
should be viewed as a
human triumph,
reflecting gains to­
ward a universal
aspiration for longer
and healthier lives
and success in achiev­
ing desired small
numbers of children.

Table 3. Trends in the percentage of elderly living with children: Japan, South Korea, and

Taiwan

Living with any child,
Living with married children

Year Japan" South Koreab Taiwan"

1970 77 71 u
1975 73 u 67'
1980 69 64 61
1985 65 56' 55
1989 60 u 57

Sources: Japan, 1970-85: Martin (1989a, IS); 1989: calculated from Japan Aging Center {n.d., 461. South Korea,

1970 and 1980: DeVos and Lee (1993, table 2); 1984: Kim and Choe (1992, table 51. Taiwan: Hermalin,

Ofstedal, and Chang (1995, table 21.

u-data unavailable. a. Elderly 65 and older. b. Elderly 60 and older. c. Data for 1976. d. Data for 1984.
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of elderly dependents to working-age

people, with a potential loss of produc­

tivity and higher social-welfare costs,

many possible points of intervention

can mitigate those costs. These include

adjustments in the age of retirement,

training and effective employment of

older workers, increased labor force op­
portunities forwomeo, better education

and training of young people, and ap­

propriate policies for regulating immi­

gration and temporary foreign labor.

DEMOGRAPHIC
PERSPECTIVES
ON AGING

Demography offers useful perspectives
and techniques for improving our un·

derstanding of these opportunities and

challenges, and for monitoring the well­

being of the elderly. Although it shares

many procedures of scientific inquiry

with other social sciences, its insights

into population dynamics and its em­

phasis on particular research strategies

provide valuable leverage for research

on aging. l A major accomplishment of

demography is the ability to trace the

effect of population processes-of fer­

tility, mortality, and migration-on the

age structure of a population. The lev­

els and trends of these vital processes

across Asia, and their interconnections

with other demographic factors, have

several implications for population ag­

ing in the region besides the projected

increases in proportions of elderly

shown in Table 1:

• Although future fertility levels will

largely determine the proportion of

elderly people within each country,

1. This and the following sections elaborate
on several issues discussed in Hermalin

11993).

By 1990, life expectancy in East Asia had

risen to about 70 years, largely because of

China's spectacular mortality decline.

the number of elderly is essentially

a function of past births and mortal­

ity levels. Because of the past large

birth cohorts, Asian countries must

anticipate a sharp increase in the

number of elderly irrespective of the

precise future age distributions.

• For countries with low fertility, the

future path of mortality will be im­

portant in determining the propor~

tion elderly and the age distribu­

tion within the older ages-that is,

the relative numbers of so-called

younger-old versus the oldest-old. As

these groups can differ sharply in

their labor force participation rates,
health~care utilization, and needs for

family and other supports, it is im­

portant for policymakers to have ac­

curate estimates of the numbers

within each group. The recent reduc­

tions in mortality at the older ages

have led some analysts to make op­

timistic forecasts about future exten­

sions of life expectancy, whereas

other analysts have cautioned that

these scenarios may be overly rosy.

More study of mortality trends at the

older ages in Asia appears warranted,

along with close attention to the

implications of various scenarios.

• The other factors that determine de­

mographic structure-migration, ur­

banization, marriage and divorce,

and labor force dynamics-can also

impact the well-being of the elderly

and impinge on policy. Migration

patterns affect the location of adult

children in relation to their parents

and set bounds on the types of ex­

changes that can take place across

generations. Marriage patterns are

under rapid change in many parts of

Asia, with both women and men

marrying at later ages; and rising pro­

portions of those of reproductive age

are still unmarried.jFor a discussion
of these trends in Japan, see Atah and

Otani 1988, 382.jln some countries

divorce rates are rising and no longer

negligible. These changes in patterns

of family formation and dissolution,

if sustained and magnified, can have

a strong effect on intergenerational

flows of assistance and on the needs

of future cohorts of the elderly.

• One manifestation of an older age

structure is thought to be a higher

dependency. ratio, generally mea­

sured as the ratio of the population

under age 15 or over age 65 to that

aged 15-64. Some regard it as reflect­

ing the increased IIburden" on the

productive portion of the population.

But since the dependency ratio is

made up of both older and younger

dependent groups, one-to-one corre­

spondence does not exist between an

increase in the proportion elderly and

a rise in the dependency ratio.

For a number of countries, ,par­

ticularly those in South Asia, the to­

tal dependency ratio will decrease be­

tween 1990 and 2025 because the

proportion of the population under
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age IS will decrease to a greater ex­

tent than the proportion of older

people will rise [Table 4). As many

of those countries have low per

capita incomes, this should be a

stimulus to economic growth. For
Japan, Singapore, and Hong Kong, the

total dependency ratios will rise be­

tween 1990 and 2025 because of the

sharp rise in the older component,

but these countries are relatively af­

fluent and best able to adjust to the

changes in age composition.

Moreover, between 1960 and 1990

the entire region benefited from
declines in the dependency ratio

[Ogawa and Tsuya 19931. Thus a more

refined analysis of the changes in

fertility, mortality, and their effects

on age structure can provide valuable
insights about the magnitude and

timing of important demographic

shifts, which in turn can help policy­

makers develop appropriate policies.

COHORT ANALYSIS

A key concept in demography is the

cohort-persons who share a common

birth year, or period, or the timing of

another significant demographic event,
such as marriage (Ryder 1965). Future

cohorts of the elderly in Asia are ex­

pected to be quite different in their so­

cial, economic, and demographic char­
acteristics from today's elderly cohorts

as a result of the rapid societal changes

taking place there. Most policymakers

agree that these shifts in composition

should figure prominently in the devel­

opment of policies and programs (ROW­

land 19941.

For characteristics that become fixed
in early to middle adulthood, it is pos­

sible to project forward the composition
of the future elderly sharing those char­

acteristics (Hermalin and Christenson

19921. Table 5, for example, shows the

projected number of children who will

have ever been born to women 60 and

older in Taiwan between 1980 and 2020.

The top portion of the table shows how

the average number of children ever

born is carried forward for each five-year

birth cohort of women as they age. The

bottom portion gives the average num­
ber of children by broader age groups,

obtained by combining the five-year av­

erages according to the number of

women reported, or projected, for each

year shown.

The projections indicate that women
of ages 60-69 will start to show a de­

crease of about half a child every five

years starting in 1990, ending up with

about 2.5 children ever born land a

smaller number of living children) in·

2020. Women 70 and over, by contrast,

will not start to show significant de­

clines in their completed fertility until

the beginning of the next century, end­

ing up with an average of about 3.5 chil­

dren ever born in 2020. These differ-

Table 4. Changes in age structure for selected Asian countries: 1960, 1990, and 2025

1960 1990 2025 (projectedl

Subregion
Dependency ratio

Index
Dependency ratio

Index
Dependency ratio

Index
and country Total Young Aged of aging Total Young Aged of aging Total Young Aged of aging

East Asia 75.1 66.6 8.5 12.8 47.1 37.8 9.3 24.6 46.8 26.6 20.1 75.7
China 77.7 69.1 8.6 12.4 47.2 38.6 8.6 22.3 45.4 265 18.9 71.4
Hong Kong 77.6 72.6 5.0 6.8 44.5 31.8 12.7 39.8 58.4 25.2 33.2 131.6
Japan 56.1 47.2 9.0 19.0 43.3 26.5 16.8 63.3 63.5 24.8 38.7 156.1
Korea {South} 82.7 76.6 6.1 7.9 45.4 38.5 6.9 17.9 45.7 25.5 20.2 79.5

Southeast Asia 80.9 74.9 6.0 8.1 67.3 60.8 65 10.7 45.5 33.5 11.9 35.6
Indonesia 77.0 71.1 5.9 8.3 63.7 57.4 6.3 11.0 44.8 31.5 13.3 42.3
Malaysia 94.9 88.2 6.6 7.5 66.7 60.3 6.4 10.6 47.3 33.5 13.8 41.0
Philippines 91.0 85.2 5.8 6.8 76.9 70.9 6.0 85 46.7 365 10.1 27.8
Singapore 82.8 79.0 3.8 4.8 39.6 31.9 7.7 24.3 55.4 25.7 29.7 115.5
Thailand 90.3 85.0 5.2 6.2 57.6 51.4 6.2 12.0 45.2 30.5 14.7 48.3

South Asia 78.5 72.4 6.2 8.5 74.4 67.3 7.1 10.5 47.0 36.3 10.7 29.3
Bangladesh 80.8 74.1 6.7 9.1 87.9 82.5 5.5 6.6 46.0 39.2 6.8 17.4
India 76.1 70.0 6.0 8.6 69.5 61.8 7.6 12.3 46.0 34.0 12.0 35.4
Pakistan 92.3 84.3 8.0 9.5 93.7 88.4 5.2 5.9 50.3 42.7 7.6 17.9
Sri Lanka 84.1 77.4 6.7 8.6 60.5 52.2 8.3 15.9 50.8 32.5 18.3 56.3

Source: Ogawa and Tsuya (1993, table 2.6).

Notes: The young dependency ratio is the ratio of the population under age 15 to the population aged 15-64, whereas the aged dependency ratio is the ratio of those 65

and older to the population aged 15-64. The total dependency ratio is the sum of the two. The index of aging is the ratio of the population 65 and older to the

population under 15, which is equivalent to the ratio of the aged dependency ratio to the young dependency ratio.
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SOUTce: Based on data in Christenson and Hermalin (1991, tables 2a-6a}.

Birth cohort

For men, Figure 4 shows a steady up­
ward trend in cohorts completing primary

school throughout this century but diver­

gent trajectories among the societies.

Among the earliest cohorts, those born

prior to 1905, fewer than 30 percent at­

tained a primary education, whereas for

the birth cohort of 1931-35 (men now

around 60), the figure is over 50 percent
for the Philippines and Singapore, and
over 75 percent for South Korea, Taiwan,

and Thailand. When males born in 1956­

60 reach age 60 in the early part of the
next century (between 2016 and 2020),

almost all of them, except in the Philip­

pines, will have attained at least aprimary

education.

Interestingly, the last statement ap­
plies equally to the 1956-60 birth cohort

oHemales, shown in Figure 5. Given that
the earliest female cohorts start off at a
much lower level than males, the rate

of increase across cohorts is generally

sharper than among males. The rapid

improvement for females in Singapore,
starting with those born during 1931­

35, is particularly noteworthy, as is the

rather slow gain among females in the
Philippines. For cohorts born in the early

part of the century, Philippine women
were more likely to a>:hieve a primary

or secondary education (see also Figure
7) than their counterparts in the four

other societies, so that among current

elderly' women, Philippine women are
relatively well educated. But improve­

ments in education occurred faster in the
other societies, and therefore among

women entering the older ages in the
future, Philippine women will have

somewhat lower percentages with a pri­

mary education.

Figures 6 and 7 show that among the

men and women born early in this cenM

tury, the attainment of a secondary ed~­

cation was quite rare, but it has become

more common during the course of tlfe

century. South Korea and Taiwan in

--_.---

Birth cohorts can be traced for edu­

cational attainment as they age since

most people complete their education

by early adulthood. Figures 4 and 5 show
the proportions of men and women in

South Korea, the Philippines, Singapore,

Taiwan, and Thailand, by birth cohort,

who have, or will have, attained at least

a primary school education by age 60;
and Figures 6 and 7 display the percent­

ages of those cohorts by secondary­

school attainment.

I
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Figure 4. Percentage of adult males with at least a primary education, by birth cohort:
five Asian societies

ences reflect, of course, the various lev­

els of fertility experienced by these co­

horts during their reproductive years. By

tracing the implications of earlier fer­
tility into later years, policymakers can

identify the groups and time points

when older people may face shortfalls

in support because they have few adult

children to depend upon. This knowl­
edge enables governments and the pri­

vate sector to plan for appropriate types

of social welfare.

100

Table 5. Projected number of children ever born: Taiwan, women 60 and older, 1985-

2020

Age group 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

5-year age groups
60-64 5.5 5.4 5.1 4.6 4.1 3.6 2.9 3 2.63 2.43

65-69 5.4 5.5 5.4 5.1 4.6 4.1 3.6 2.93 2.63

70-74 5.3 5.4 5.5 5.4 5.1 4.6 4.1 3.6 2.9'
75-79 5.3 5.3 5.4 5.5 5.4 5.1 4.6 4.1 3.6
80+ 5.3 5.3 5.3 5.4 5.5 5.4 5.1 4.6 4.1

Broader age groups
60-69 5.45 5.44 5.23 4.82 4.33 3.84 3.20 2.71 2.49
70+ 5.35 5.35 5.42 5.41 5.28 4.96 4.53 4.07 3.48
60+ 5.41 5.40 5.31 5.06 4.73 4.36 3.83 3.29 2.89

Source: Hermalin and Christenson (1992, table 2).

a. Includes forecast of completed fertility.
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Source: Based on data in Christenson and Hermalin (1991, tables 2b-6bl.

Figure 5. Percentage of adult females with at least a primary education, by birth cohort:

five Asian societies

misleading samples from among those

who can be most readily located-gen­
erally those who are not working and

are less healthy.

In many Asian societies, adult children
have traditionally lived with and cared
for elderly parents. Yet coresidence may
involve an exchange of benefits, such as
baby-sitting by grandparents for busy
parents.
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My earlier discussion of older parents'

coresidence with married versus unmar­

ried children also illustrates the value

of this type of analysis, since the flows
of support may differ in each case.

DATA-COLLECTION
CONCERNS

As social scientists, demographers pay

special attention to the quality of their
data and to measuring the degree of er­
ror in their data. This practice stems no

doubt from their historical association

with censuses and vital registration sys­

tems. More recently they have extended
their concern with accuracy to surveys

and other sources of data. These tenden­

cies should prove beneficial in the study
of aging, given the range and complex­

ity of the relevant material. Special

challenges include going beyond house­
hold members to include the institu­
tionalized elderly wherever they rep­
resent a significant number, using

proxies for those who cannot respond

adequately, and obtaining sufficiently
high response rates to avoid drawing

DISAGGREGATING
THE AGING
PHENOMENON

particular show rapid progress in mak­
ing secondary schooling available.

Gains in the Philippines and Singapore

have been more modest, and Thailand
has lagged behind in this respect. These
differences will translate not only into

the levels of education that can be ex­
pected among the future elderly but also
into the distribution of resources, expec­

tations, and attitudes associated with

specific levels of education. Anticipat­
ing these changes in the characteristics
of the future elderly is necessary if
policymakers are to develop sound so­

cial policies.

Much demographic analysis involves

disaggregating an event or phenomenon

into its component parts with a view to

studying the determinants or trajectory

of each part. Examples of this approach
in classical demography are the residual
accounting equation for estimating net

migration (Le., the number of net mi­

grants equals the change in the total

population minus births plus deaths
over the periodl and viewing age-spe­
cific fertility, in populations where most
childbearing occurs within marriage, as

a product of the proportion of women
married and the marital fertility rate.

In the demography of aging, disaggrega­
tion is used to analyze the relationship

between age structure on the one hand
and fertility and mortality on the other.

The relationship between lower fer­
tility and older age structure implies,

among other things, that future educa­

tional opportunities for children may be
enhanced because families will be

smaller. This represents a potential pro­

ductivity gain for society that should be
taken into account as a possible offset

to a larger burden of elderly dependents.



Source: Based on data in Christenson and Hermalin (1991, tables 2b-6b).

Source: Based on data in Christenson and Hermalin (1991, tables 2a-6a).

SYSTEMATIC REFORMS
IN DATA COLLECTION

The growing attention to older age

structures in Asia and the other demo­

graphic changes I have enumerated

point to the merit of reviewing the data­

collection system within each country

to see whether it is optimally geared to

the emerging research questions and

whether adjustments are possible that

will advance research without sacrific­

ing efficiency. As I have noted, many of

the intriguing questions associated with

older population structures involve dy­

namic relationships between aging and

other social, cultural, and economic

developments. It is useful to define the

research objectives associated with any

broad study and then identify the data
sources that can be used to achieve each

objective.

This approach is exemplified in Table

6, which lists the primary and second­

ary sources deemed relevant to an on­

going study that the Population Studies

Center of the University of Michigan is

conducting on the health and welfare

of the elderly in the Philippines, Tai­

wan, Thailand, and Singapore. The

study focuses on the socioeconomic and

physical well-being of the elderly and

on factors likely to affect their future

status. Major research questions include

the demographic, social, and economic

characteristics of the older population;

the systems in place and being devel­

oped that provide social, economic, and

emotional support; and the implications

of the study's findings for public policy.

Given these broad objectives, and our

interest in anticipating the effects of

social change and the policy relevance

of those effects, we are making use of

census and survey data, qualitative data

(gathered mostly through focus groups),

and information on existing and emerg­

ing government policies.

ASIA-PACIFIC POPULATION RESEARCH REPORTS, NO.4. APRIL 1995

provide specific forms of support to
the elderly-in addition to the actual

flows received (Le., the numerators), in

developing adequate indicators of sup~

port for the elderly. Also worth noting

is the long involvement of population

experts in evaluating family planning

programs, which has produced useful

methods that may carry over to the evalu­

ation of programs serving the elderly.
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Figure 6. Percentage of adult males with at least a secondary education, by birth cohort:

five Asian societies
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To conclude this overview of demo­
graphic perspectives, I should also men~

tion that demography focuses on rates

that measure the frequency of events

relative to a base of possible events. In

the case of the demography of aging, this

focus manifests itself'in attention to

measuring appropriate denominators­

such as the number of children or other

kin, regardless of location, who might

Figure 7. Percentage of adult females with at least a secondary education, by birth
cohort: five Asian societies
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Beyond this kind of mapping for a

specific study, it is desirable to reexam·

ine the functional interrelationships of

a data-gathering system to see whether

the assumed interconnections still hold

or new relationships need to be forged.

In some cases, it may turn out that ex­

isting data bases used as sampling frames

are inadequate-because of increased

migration, for example-whereas other

systems have been strengthened and

present new research opportunities.

Changed socioeconomic and demo­

graphic conditions may dictate revised

definitions or changes in the amount of

detail collected. As a case in point, more

frequent job changes by workers and in­

creased longevity may make it advisable

to collect mortality data by educational

category rather than by occupationj or,

to take another example, increases in

"partial" retirement and special occupa­

tional niches may lead to new labor force

definitions that distinguish changes in

title from changes in duties and define

part-time work more clearly.

At a minimum, researchers prepar­

ing tabulations from labor force surveys

and other large~scalesurveys, as well as

from censuses, should reexamine the

age ranges used to ensure that sufficient
detail is provided at the older ages to

reflect increasing numbers of elderly,

their greater life expectancy, and possi~

bly their longer attachment to the la­

bor force. These changes also suggest

new alignments and new opportunities

for cooperation among government

ministries, the most obvious being the

potential for more joint research efforts

between health specialists and behav­

ioral and social scientists, since many

questions about the elderly require at­

tention to both their health and their

socioeconomic situation.

Although the specific steps that

should be taken in any country depend

on a host of factors, a few general guide­

lines can be enumerated:

• Researchers should review carefully

the breadth of planned surveys and

the potential of those surveys to

serve multiple objectives. It may be

unreasonable to advocate the cessa­

tion of narrowly focused surveys­

particularly ones that are carefully

designed to test some well-formu­

lated hypotheses-but certainly

there should be a review of standard

ongoing data~gathering activities to

see whether they can be readily

broadened to capture important di­

mensions of aging.

• To identify eligible respondents,

many fertility and other surveys start

by collecting household rosters from

a representative sample of house­

holds. These rosters provide the ba­

sis for a representative sample of the

elderly and their living arrange­

ments. If the rosters define household

headship carefully, they can be

highly useful in measuring the

household status of the elder popu­

lation.

• Fertility and other surveys can in­

corporate attitudinal and related

questions that elicit important time­

series data on cultural shifts in fam­

ily dynamics. In Taiwan, for example,

fertility surveys regularly include a

question on whether respondents

expected to be supported by their

sons in old age. The sharp declines

in positive responses to this question

that occurred between 1973 and 1986

(from 51 to 18 percentIunderscore the

ongoing transformation in expecta­

tions more dramatically than do

changes in living arrangements or

other indicators of change among the

elderly (Chang and Ofstedal 1991).

Similar data collected for Japan in the

Mainichi survey series over a long

period show a sustained decline in

respondents' expectations of support

in old age (Ogawa and Retherford

1993, table 21. Including questions on

this topic in fertility and other ap-

Table 6. Sources of data relevant to the objectives of the University of Michigan's study on the elderly in four Asian societies

Primary sources Secondary sources

Sample
Objective surveys'

Socioeconomic and demographic context and trends x
Cultural context and government policies x
Current position of the elderly xx
Exchange system involving the elderly xx
Effects of future changes on position and exchange systems x
Implications for policies and programs xx

Focus
groups

xx
xx
xx
xx
xx

Government
statisticsb

xx

x

Ethnographic
material

x
x
x
x

Government
policy documentsC

xx

x
x

xx _ major source; x - supplementary source.

a. Include panel and cross-sectional surveys.

b. Include censuses, projections, and socioeconomic data.

c. Information on health, pensions, and other government policies and programs affecting the elderly, including private-sector programs where applicable.



14 ASIA-PACIFIC POPULATION RESEARCH REPORTS, NO.4. APRIL 1995

Researchers ought to
stop treating each of
their surveys and
data-collection efforts
in isolation from
other efforts.

propriate surveys in countries that

still have young age structures can

produce important insights into the
timing of social and economic trans­

formations. Questions of this type

were recently added to the Philippine
Demographic and Health Survey, and

it is desirable that other countries fol­

low suit.
• Researchers ought to stop treating

each of their surveys and data-collec­

tion efforts in isolation from other

efforts. In manycountries and statis­

tical programs there is now reason­

able knowledge about the sequence

of planned surveys and studies. Re­

searchers should take this sequence

into account in designing and plan­

ning the content of their own stud­

ies. Perhaps a follow-up survey
should have a panel, or longitudinal,

design, using the same sampling

units as in the first survey if more

knowledge of the environmental fac­

tors is needed-for example, about a

community's programs for the eld­

erly. This leads to consideration of
which changes should be studied and

what is the optimal period between

surveys, given the changes of major

interest. In short, the shift to a more

dynamic perspective in data gather­

ing opens up many new possibilities,

as well as new challenges, in study

design.

• The research community should

make more efficient use of informa­

tion already collected. For example,

creating household microsamples

from census returns adds the flexibil­
ity of a survey to the broad coverage

of a population census. Such micro·

samples are becoming more common

in Asia. Researchers should consider

the feasibility of creating micro­

samples from selected earlier cen­

suses where feasible, and of mount­

ing comparative studies of several

countries to exploit the potential of
these data to identify cultural simi­

larities and differences in household
dynamics.

• Another possibility for increasing the

analytic potential of existing data is
to use, where feasible and appropri~

ate, administrative data in combina­

tion with census or survey informa­

tion to extract the details of health
or pension programs that respon-

. dents may have difficulty recalling.

A related suggestion is to use both
survey data and independently ob­

tained information about the sur­

veyed communities so as to gain a

better understanding of how their

health and social services are used

and how effective those services are

at maintaining well-being among the
elderly.

• Yet another approach is to use the

savings and efficiencies garnered

from a systematic review of available

information to experiment with new

study designs or to mount new data­

collection efforts that can serve vari~

ous long4erm needs. As I have noted,

we can expect rapid changes in the

social and economic characteristics

of elderly people in many Asian

countries because of the sharp trans­

formations in educational opportu­

nities and occupational structure

that have occurred in recent decades.

Asians approaching retirement in the

coming years will be a large and
highly varied group, as a result of

earlier birth rates and levels of de­

velopment, and those in the 45-60

age span have been understudied in

comparison with other adult age

groups,
A large-scale panel study that was

recently mounted in the United

States and is called the Health and

Retirement Survey is investigating

how family, work, economic status,
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Table 7. Mean numbers of kin living in specific locations, by age of respondent: Taiwan, elderly men

6Q.-69 70+ All elderly (60+1

In same All In same All In same All
Kin household Nearby3 locations household Nearby' locations household Nearby3 locations

Child 1.35 1.20 5.00 1.00 1.80 5.48 1.22 1.42 5.17
Married son 0.60 0.44 1.81 0.70 0.81 2.40 0.64 0.57 2.02

Unmarried son 0.44 0.04 0.69 0.17 0.03 0.32 0.34 0.04 0.56
Married daughter 0.04 0.69 2.07 0.06 0.93 2.57 0.04 0.78 2.25
Unmarried daughter 0.27 0.03 0.43 0.07 0.03 0.19 0.20 0.03 0.34

Grandchild 1.47 3.20 9.45 2.10 6.02 15.76 1.69 4.19 11.68
Sibling 0.01 1.49 3.49 0.00 0.99 2.01 0.01 1.31 2.97

Source: Hermalin, Ofstedal, and Li (1992, table 4}.

Note: Data refer only to elderly Taiwanese-those residing in Taiwan prior to the 1949-50 migration from mainland China in the aftermath of the Civil War.

a. In same village or city.

and health status have affected the

retirement decisions of Ameri­

cans born during 1931-41 and their

spouses; it is also assessing their

subsequent well-being [juster and

Suzman 19951. The study's design

permits the addition of new birth

cohorts over time to reflect the

changing composition of the U.S.

population. This combination of a

panel design with repeated sampling

of cross~sections of the retirement­

age population can be highly effec­

tive in capturing important aspects

of social change along with key life­

course transitions.

SPECIFIC MECHANISMS
FOR ENHANCING
RESEARCH ON AGING

Over the past several years, research on

aging has identified a number of specific

strategies that can be readily incorpo­

rated into ongoing surveys and cen­

suses. A few of these deserve mention.

• Surveys of the elderly must move be­

yond the narrow confines of the

household. Information should be

obtained about the characteristics

and location of all the respondents'

children and other close relatives,
such as parents and siblings. This

"mapping" of kin availability pro­

vides a measure of respondents' po­

tential support network and adds

considerable insight beyond the

simple fact of coresidence. By iden­

tifying kin who live nearby as well

as further away, it also reduces the

ambiguity that exists in many places

about what constitutes a separate

dwelling.

Tables 7 and 8, based on the 1989

Taiwan Survey of Health and Living

Status of the Elderly, illustrate these

gains. They show that among Tai­

wanese men and women (generally

those born in Taiwan rather than

Table 8. Mean numbers of kin living in specific locations, by age of respondent: Taiwan, elderly women

60-69 70+ All elderly 160+)

In same All In same All In same All
Kin household Nearby3 locations household Nearby' locations household Nearby' locations

Child 1.22 1.45 5.19 0.96 1.67 5.00 1.12 1.53 5.10

Married son 0.65 0.60 2.09 0.73 0.71 2.25 0.68 0.65 2.15

Unmarried son 0.35 0.04 0.54 0.10 0.03 0.2i 0.25 0.03 0.40

Married daughter 0.06 0.78 2.26 0.08 0.89 2.36 0.07 0.82 2.30
Unmarried daughter 0.16 0.03 0.30 0,05 0.04 0.18 0.12 0.03 0.25

Grandchild 1.82 4.07 11.24 2.30 6,13 16.08 2.02 4.92 13.28

Sibling 0.01 1.28 3.50 0.00 0.75 2.00 0.01 1.06 2.89

Source: Hermalin, Ofstedal, and Li (1992, table 4}.

Note: Data refer only to elderly Taiwanese-those residing in Taiwan prior to the 1949-50 migration from mainland China in the aftermath of the Civil War.

a. In same village or city.
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those who migrated there from the

Chinese mainland after 1949), those

60-69 had about five living children

on average, with about half of the

grown children either coresiding

with the respondents or living in the

same village or town and the remain·

der living further away. Although

older Taiwanese were much more

likely to coreside with a married son

than with a married daughter, mar­

ried daughters were more likely than

married sons to reside nearby, so that

respondents had only slightly less ac­

cess to married daughters than to

married sons.

o Elderly respondents can usually pro­

vide reasonably accurate information

about the location of their kin. For

several reasons, however, it may be
desirable to interview all or at least

some of their children. This is par­

ticularly the case when the purpose

is to measure the full gamut of ex­

changes taking place across genera­

tions, attitudes about the importance

of these exchanges, the degree of con­

flict within the household, and other

perceptions about which one would

expect to find differences between

generations.

For the follow-up to the Taiwan

Survey of Health and Living Status

of the Elderly, we interviewed all eld­

erly members of each household. In

addition, for one-fourth of the re­

spondents we conducted in-person
interviews with all their children, in­

cluding daughters-in-law, who were

living in the household and inter­

viewed by telephone those children

living elsewhere. In the Indonesian

Family Life Survey carried out in

1994 by the RAND Corporation, pri­

mary respondents included ever­

married women under age 50 as well

as household members 50 and older

and their spouses.

o By using a few fairly simple steps,

census organizations can enhance

the usefulness of the census data to

research on aging. Because household

living arrangements are a crucial in­

dicator of elderly individuals' well­

being, it is important that the cen­

sus data clearly represent relation­

ships within the household. The

definition of household head often

requires clarification, for example. In

some cases the attribution may be

nominal, signifying little about de­

cision-making authority or economic

control, whereas in other cases it

may be based on home ownership or

other meaningful status. The census

questionnaire should clarify the ba­

sis for designating one household

member as the head.
• Census data on household composi­

tion would also be greatly enhanced

if it included information on how

long each person has resided in the

household. This information would

indicate recent moves of the elderly

into another's residence or mOves of

children to coreside with parents. A

number of censuses have started to

introduce questions about disabili­

ties or restricted activity. Several

well-designed questions can illumi­

nate potential needs of the elderly,

age differences in their health status,

and variation across small geographic

areas and among special groups.

SPECIAL
OPPORTUNITIES
AND CHALLENGES

Several broader challenges closely, if not

exclusively, connected with research on

aging are likely to come to the fore with

increased research and policy emphasis

on aging. Although some of these can

be addressed through existing concep­

tualizations and research tools used in

the social behavioral sciences, others

demand a high level of interdisciplinary

effort and the refinement of existing

approaches.

• A persistent theme in this overview

has been the need to monitor the

evolving interrelationships between

cultural and socioeconomic shifts

and the status of the elderly. This

involves not only identifying current

family arrangements and social,

health, and economic characteristics

that serve cross-sectional models,

but also capturing shifts in attitudes,

beliefs, and expectations that can

presage future norms and behaviors.

For example, in Asian societies in­

fluenced by Confucianism, older par­
ents traditionally coreside with sons

rather than daughters; but with lower

fertility, significant proportions of

these populations will find it diffi­

cult or impossible to maintain a

strong gender preference. Determin­

ing whether there are early signs of

changes in this norm will be of in­

terest-both for understanding the

dynamics of social change and for

drawing policy implications. Other

normative attitudes include elderly

people's expectations of support from

children or coresidence with them,

attitudes toward privacy and inde­

pendence among close relatives, and

preferences for family versus govern­

ment support.

• A related topic is the need to antici­

pate the new forms of accommoda­

tion that may be emerging among

generations. This involves, of course,

identifying the types of conflicts that

do occur and how they are resolved,

but in addition it requires going be­

yond the conflicts and potential con­

flicts to measure how each genera­

tion may be making adjustments to
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the needs and concerns of the other.
Many observers have written about

frictions that exist between mothers­
in-law and daughters-in-law in Asia,

but focus-group research also indi­

cates a growing mutual understand­
ing of their different life-styles (Lee,

Lin, and Chang 1993; Mehta, Lee,

and Osman 1992).

Although surveys can shed light

on some of these issues, especially

when the issues become well articu·

lated, research on aging is likely to

benefit from a range of qualitative ap­

proaches, including focus groups,

case studies, and ethnographic stud­
ies. Such qualitative analysis may

detect major cultural shifts at an

early stage and better inform the con­
tent of quantitative investigations.

• A distinguishing feature of older

people is that they have a high prob­

ability of experiencing major transi­

tions, such as the death of a spouse,
development of a chronic illness or
disability, and leaving the world of

work-any of which may have seri­
ous repercussions on their living ar­

rangements, financial status, and

sense of well-being. To understand

the consequences of these key life

transitions, researchers should pay
more attention to how family mem­

bers spanning several generations,
with perhaps very different circum­

stances and attitudes, respond to a
situation that may sharply increase
an elder member's need for coresi·

dence, financial assistance, or day-to­
day physical or emotional support.

Although existing techniques are

sufficient to monitor current ex­

changes and living arrangements, it
may be difficult to gauge how these

came about and the likely direction

of future relationships from the stan­

dard characteristics available in most

surveys. Often the outcomes of these

transitions are the result of an

explicit decision-making process

among family members. At present
we know little in a systematic sense

about this process, nor about how the

constraints facing each member
come into playas the family works

out a change in residence or support

arrangements for an elderly relative.
• Another research goal implied in the

foregoing is to measure the needs of

elderly people as the basis for judg­

ing whether the levels of support

they receive are adequate. In general,

researchers do better at accounting
for levels and types of exchanges than

at determining levels and ranges of

needs.

• Within the wider society, there is a
need to advance models that link the

demographic structure of a popula­

tion to the economic dimensions of

earnings, consumption, and savings,

and to measure the effect of various
pension schemes and other transfer

arrangements on these dimensions.

Lee 11994) provides an overview of

this topic and identifies some prom­

ising developments. This type of

analysis is particularly relevant to

policy decisions about social welfare
programs intended largely for the eld·
er!y. Two examples are the sophis­

ticated macromodeling of demo­

graphic-economic interrelationships

that can show the effect on consump­

tion levels of a decrease in produc­
tivity and the analysis of the relative

merits of fully funded as compared

with pay-as-you-go pension schemes

under various assumptions of growth

in population and productivity ILee

1992).

One implication of all these ex­

amples for the academic community is

that interdisciplinary links between

demography and other disciplines need

to be strengthened. Another is that we

Researchers may have
to pay more attention
to how families
respond to a situation
that may sharply
increase the need of
an elder member for
coresidence, financial
assistance, or day-to­
day physical or emo­
tional support.
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should pay greater attention to the ar­

ray of conceptualizations and methods

that we typically use and teach.

CONCLUSION

This is an exciting time for social and

economic research on population dy­

namics in Asia. Opportunities abound

to study, at a level of detail rarely pos­

sible in the past, the consequenceso£

the rapid transformations in age struc­

ture, other demographic trends, and the

social and economic changes that 3fe

likely to take place there over the next

30 years. It is a challenging task, requir­

ing flexible and imaginative approaches

to conceptualizing issues and collecting

and analyzing information.

As the region continues to change,
not only demographically but also eco­

nomically and socially, there is grow­

ing self-confidence that Asia, with its

unique history, traditions, and goals, can

chart its own path in addressing emerg­

ing issues. Many Asian countries were

pioneers in fertility and family planning

research, developing innovative pro­

grams and research methods. The seri­

ous attention that Asian governments

and scholars are paying to the implica­

tions of population aging suggests that

Asia will achieve a position of central­

ity in this area of research as well.
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