International Journal for Studies on Children, Women, Elderly and Disabled, Vol. 22, (Dec.) 2 0 2 4
ISSN 0128-309X

FILIAL PIETY AND SOCIAL SUPPORT: IS IT STILL RELEVANT FOR OLDER ADULTS IN
AGING NATION?

Sarvarubini Nainee

Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences

Universiti Tunku Abdul Rahman, Kampar, Malaysia
Email: sarvarubini@utar.edu.my

ABSTRACT

This paper explores the level of perceived filial piety and its relevance to older adults’ subjective well-being (SWB). Filial piety, a
traditional virtue emphasizing respect and care for one’s parents and ancestors, has deep roots in various cultures, especially in
Asian societies. As demographics shift and societal norms evolve, this study examines how modern values, such as individualism
and autonomy, interact with traditional expectations of familial duty. This study was conducted among 441 older adults in Malaysia
with a self-administrative survey. Samples were recruited using purposive sampling and the research highlights the perceived filial
piety and its contribution to older adults’ SWB which encompasses life satisfaction, positive affect, and negative affect. The findings
suggest that despite modernization, older adults still expect their children to be filial and it significantly contributes to their well-
being. The study underscores the enduring importance of filial piety in fostering familial bonds and improving the quality of life
for older adults despite advancing technologies.
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INTRODUCTION

As Malaysia approaches the status of an aging nation, the well-being of its elderly population is becoming an increasingly critical
concern for policymakers and communities. Statistics indicate that by 2040, individuals aged 60 and above will make up 15% of
the total population (Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2020). This demographic shift necessitates urgent attention to the health,
social integration, and overall quality of life of seniors to ensure a sustainable and healthy future for the nation.

Despite Malaysia’s progress in terms of lifestyle and technology, certain traditional customs, particularly those related
to filial piety, continue to be practiced today. Filial piety is deeply rooted in Malaysian culture, and while some studies suggest
that these customs contribute positively to subjective well-being (SWB) and attitudes toward aging, the relevance of filial piety in
today’s context remains underexplored. Yusof et al. (2022) argue that Malaysia’s cultural values, particularly respect for elders,
play a significant role in shaping one’s well-being and aging experience. These traditional values influence not only family
dynamics but also the effectiveness of social support systems for the elderly.

As Malaysia transitions into an aging population, understanding how younger generations perceive and practice filial
piety is crucial in ensuring that older adults receive the care and emotional support necessary for maintaining a high quality of life.
Furthermore, in the context of globalization, individualism, and urbanization, there has been a gradual erosion of collectivist values,
raising questions about the continued importance of social support for older adults.

RESEARCH AIM

The general objective of this study is to find the relationship between perceived filial piety, social support and SWB of older adults
in Malaysia, with an emphasis on understanding whether these traditional practices still hold relevance in the modern context.

The focus on filial piety and social support is essential for several reasons. First, filial piety is central to understanding
intergenerational relationships in Malaysian society and its potential impact on older adults' emotional and psychological well-
being. As an aging nation, ensuring that older adults receive appropriate care and social engagement is critical for promoting mental
health and reducing isolation.

Social support, which encompasses emotional, instrumental, and informational assistance, is another key factor that
contributes to mental and physical well-being, particularly for older adults who may face declining health, loneliness, and the
effects of social isolation. Investigating these two factors allows for a comprehensive understanding of the well-being of older
adults in Malaysia, offering insights that could inform policies and interventions designed to improve their quality of life.

Figure 1
The relationship between perceived filial piety, social support and SWB
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SUBJECTIVE WELL-BEING

Subjective well-being (SWB) refers to an individual’s general evaluation of their life which includes both cognitive and affective
components (Das et al., 2020). The cognitive component involves one’s evaluation about their satisfaction towards life, while the
affective component reflects the balance of positive and negative emotions experienced by an individual (Nainee et al., 2023).
SWB is vital for each individual especially vulnerable groups like older adults as it may influence their overall quality of life,
physical health, and resilience (Zhang & Sun, 2024). SWB provides a shield against common psychological challenges in older
age, such as loneliness, anxiety, and depression. By nurturing mental resilience, it supports older adults in their routine with greater
ease. A sense of satisfaction and optimism emotions is significant as it reduces stress levels and promotes mental adaptability
(Zhang & Sun, 2024).

FILIAL PIETY

Filial piety is a traditional familial value that generally explains the practice of honoring seniors in the family and conserving
family traditions and customs. It remains a significant cultural norm, especially among earlier generations and it continues to shape
family dynamics. Originating from Confucian teachings, filial piety was first practiced by the Chinese community. However, due
to its noble principles, it has spread globally, particularly among Asian countries regardless of their ethnic backgrounds (Li et al.,
2019).

In recent years, countries experiencing rapid development like Malaysia, face challenges to the traditional expectation
of children will care for their elderly parents. Factors such as modernization, urbanization, and changing socio-economic
conditions contribute to this change (Chong & Chai, 2017; Wong et al., 2017). Despite these changes, studies indicate that filial
piety continues to shape attitudes toward elder care in modern life (Yuen, 2019). Therefore, exploring the relevance of filial piety
in today’s context is essential for understanding how societies navigate the complexities of aging populations and intergenerational
relationships (Tan, 2020).

SOCIAL SUPPORT

Social support refers to the assistance in the form of emotional, psychological, and physical provided by others to help individuals
cope with challenges in life. For older adults, social support is believed to be one of the key determinants of well-being that may
influence both mental and physical health. Research consistently shows that strong social networks improve emotional resilience,
reduce feelings of loneliness, and recover health outcomes (Li et al., 2021). The source of social support varies (family, friends,
and community) and it is important for older adults who may experience social isolation. However, in the pursuit of career and
personal goals, some failed to provide adequate support to their dear ones. Older adults who maintain strong social ties with others
and participate in social activities have been linked to better cognitive functioning and a decreased risk of depression (Ding et al.,
2022).

In Malaysian milieu, family is central to the cultural fabric. Thus, social support is crucial for strengthening
intergenerational bonds. These connections foster a healthier community and contribute to healthy aging. The role of social support,
particularly in the context of filial piety, is important as it may offer older adults emotional security and practical assistance, which
are essential in mitigating the challenges posed by aging (Park et al., 2023).

THEORETICAL EXPLANATION

Social exchange theory provides a basis for examining the relationship between perceived filial piety, social support, and SWB
among older adults. According to social exchange theory, individuals engage in social interactions through a cost-benefit analysis,
seeking to maximize rewards (e.g., emotional support, respect) while minimizing costs (e.g., stress) (Homans, 1958). In the context
of filial piety, older adults often perceive respect, care, and attention from their children as significant rewards, which lead to
increased feelings of security and contribute to higher SWB (Koh, 2020). Social support, viewed as a reciprocal exchange, further
strengthens this dynamic. Older adults contribute to their children or other family members through wisdom, guidance, or direct
care and in return, they receive respect, emotional connection, and care. This mutual exchange promotes both the SWB of the giver
and the receiver (Thoits, 2011).

METHOD

Participants

The study involved 441 Malaysian older adults as participants. Participants were randomly selected from public locations such as
parks and coffee shops. The snowball sampling method was employed to gather additional participants whereby the initial
[participant introduce other prospectus participants. The sample included older adults from diverse ethnic backgrounds: 51.0%
Chinese, 31.5% Malay, and 17.5% Indian. Among the participants, 50.1% were female and 49.9% were male.

Procedures

Firstly, an ethical application was sent to the university’s research ethics committee to gain approval for the research design. Upon
approval, participants were recruited using snowball sampling. Enumerators were designated to conduct survey interviews with
the participants. Prescreening procedures were conducetd with the participants to make sure the participants are cognitively in-tact
and also to ensure they fulfilled other inclusion criterions. Participants who completed the questionnaire were offered tokens of
appreciation for their involvement. Among the inclusion criteria were aged 60 years and above, physically healthy without serious
illnesses, and possessing in-tact cognitive abilities. After data collection, participants were debriefed on the study.
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Instrumentation
The questionnaire includes several validated scales designed as outlined below:

Prescreening

The Short Portable Mental Status Questionnaire (SPMSQ; Pfeiffer,1975) was employed to assess the participant's cognitive ability.
This scale consists of 10 items, a score of 8 or above signifies strong cognitive ability, whereas scores below 8 are viewed as
indicative of limited intellectual capacity. Only participants who achieved a score above 8 were eligible to take part in this study.

Perceived filial piety

Perceived filial piety was measured with the Perceived Filial Piety Scale (PFPS; Chang et al., 2014). There were 6 items to measure
the perceived filial piety of a parent of their children. The scale was in Likert scale ranging from 1 to 5 which indicates the degree
of agreement towards each item.

Social support

Social support was measured with a Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (MSPSS; Zimet et al., 1985). The 12-
item scale is used to measure the perception of support received from family, friends, and significant others. A higher total score
indicates higher perceived social support.

Subjective well-being

SWB was measured with two scales namely Likert Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al., 1985) and Positive Affect
and Negative Affect Scale (PANAS-SF; Thompson, 2007). In the SWLS, a higher score suggests a greater level of cognitive well-
being, with scores varying from 5 to 35 across five items. The PANAS-SF comprises 10 items: five items to assess positive
emotions and five items to evaluate negative emotions. A combined measure of SWB was created by standardizing SWLS and
PANAS-SF scales and merging them using the formula (SWB = SWLS + PA — NA). It has been employed as a dependable metric
in several prior studies that included respondents from different age groups (Haslam et al., 2009; Whillans et al., 2016).

Data analysis

The data was analyzed using Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 25. Descriptive analysis was employed to
examine the participants' background, while Pearson correlation analysis was used to determine the relationships between the
variables studied.

RESULTS

The relationships among perceived filial piety, social support, and SWB were examined. As shown in Table 1, there were
significant positive correlations among all three variables. Specifically, perceived filial piety was significantly correlated with
social support (r=.543,p <.01) and SWB (r=.651, p <.01). This indicates that higher levels of perceived filial piety are associated
with increased social support and greater SWB for older adults.

Similarly, social support was positively correlated with SWB (r = .594, p <.01). This suggests that individuals who report higher
levels of social support also tend to experience greater SWB. These findings highlight the importance of perceived filial piety and

social support in contributing to individuals' SWB.

Table 1: Correlation among Perceived Filial Piety, Social Support, and SWB

1 2 3
1. Perceived Filial Piety 1
2. Social Support 543%* 1
3.SWB 651%* .594%* 1

Note: **p < .01.
DISCUSSION

The findings of this study prove the substantial role that filial piety and social support play in determining the subjective well-
being (SWB) of older adults in Malaysia. The results suggest that both perceived filial piety and social support are positively
correlated with higher levels of SWB, underlining the importance of intergenerational relationships and strong social networks for
promoting the emotional and psychological well-being of older adults in Malaysia. This section expands on the key findings and
connects them to existing literature, offering insights into how these factors contribute to the aging process and their implications
for public policy.

Perceived filial piety and SWB
Filial piety, traditionally a basis of many Asian cultures, continues to be an influential value among Malaysian families, even
amidst modernization. The strong positive correlation between perceived filial piety and SWB observed in this study underscores

its enduring relevance. In Malaysian society, filial piety often manifests in the form of intergenerational caregiving, emotional
support, and respect for older adults (Nainee et al.,2021). This practice is crucial for older adults’ psychological well-being, as it
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fosters feelings of being valued and cared for within the family structure, reducing the risk of isolation and depression (Zhang et
al., 2020).

Recent studies have reinforced the importance of filial piety in enhancing the quality of life for older adults in Asian
contexts. For instance, a study by Chen et al. (2022) demonstrated that filial piety is positively associated with older adults' mental
health outcomes in Taiwan, similar to current findings. The authors argue that filial piety provides both instrumental and emotional
support, which in turn promotes psychological well-being. Furthermore, the mutual exchange of care and respect within families
creates a sense of fulfillment, reinforcing the importance of maintaining family bonds (Lin et al., 2023).

However, it is important to acknowledge that the concept of filial piety is transforming. As Malaysia becomes
increasingly urbanized and individualistic, younger generations may experience pressures from work and social expectations that
may limit their ability to care for elderly family members (Teo & Wee, 2022). This shift may threaten the traditional reliance on
family care and place greater strain on formal social support systems. Future research could explore how these changing dynamics
affect the quality of caregiving and SWB among older adults in Malaysia.

Social support and SWB

Social support emerged as another key determinant of SWB in this study, with a strong positive correlation between social support
and SWB. Social support, which encompasses emotional, informational, and instrumental assistance, plays a vital role in buffering
the negative effects of aging. Older adults who receive consistent support from family, friends, and the community report better
health, fewer symptoms of depression, and greater life satisfaction (Krause et al., 2021).

This finding aligns with previous studies (Loke & Fong, 2022; Zhao et al., 2023) which highlight the importance of
social networks in reducing isolation and enhancing well-being among older adults. For example, a study by Zhao et al. (2023)
found that social support from close family members and friends was significantly associated with reduced depression and anxiety
among older Chinese adults. Similarly, in Malaysia, a study by Loke and Fong (2022) concluded that social support is a protective
factor against psychological distress, especially for seniors who experience physical health challenges.

In the context of Malaysia, social support often takes a diverse form, where extended family members, neighbours, and
religious or cultural communities assist older adults (Tan, 2022). This diverse approach may help lessen some of the negative
effects of aging, such as loneliness and emotional distress. However, social isolation remains a significant issue for some older
adults, particularly those living in urban areas where family members may be geographically distant. The shift toward more
individualistic lifestyles and the decline in multi-generational living arrangements may reduce the availability of informal support
networks, exacerbating feelings of loneliness and negatively impacting mental health (Cheung et al., 2023).

Given these challenges, public health policies should aim to promote formal social support structures that complement
familial support. For instance, local community centres, senior day care programs, and neighbourhood-based social initiatives
could play a pivotal role in fostering connections among older adults and reducing the risks associated with social isolation.

Perceived filial piety and social support

An interesting finding in this study is the significant positive relationship between filial piety and social support, suggesting that
these two factors are interrelated in influencing SWB. Filial piety is often a source of social support itself, as it typically involves
both the provision of care and emotional sustenance from children and other family members. As such, individuals who perceive
high levels of filial piety are likely to benefit from stronger emotional and practical support from their families, which in turn
enhances their well-being.

This relationship is consistent with the work of Ng and Ho (2022), who found that filial piety and social support function
in a mutually reinforcing manner in Asian societies. Their study highlighted how family members who engage in filial piety not
only provide caregiving but also offer emotional validation, which fosters greater social integration and satisfaction among older
adults. This dynamic emphasizes the importance of preserving cultural values such as filial piety while simultaneously encouraging
the development of formal social support systems.

Furthermore, the interaction between filial piety and social support may offer valuable insights for designing
interventions that target both individual family relationships and broader social networks. For instance, programs that enhance
communication and support within families, as well as those that build community networks, could be beneficial for promoting
SWB in older adults.

IMPLICATION

The findings of this study suggest several important implications for policy and practice aimed at supporting older adults in
Malaysia. First, interventions that strengthen familial relationships and reinforce the practice of filial piety could significantly
improve the well-being of older adults. Policymakers should consider programs that encourage intergenerational interactions, such
as family-centered care models and community initiatives that bring together different age groups.

Second, given the importance of social support for older adults, the government should invest in community-based
support programs that provide emotional and instrumental assistance to seniors. This includes the expansion of senior centers,
volunteer programs, and social clubs that promote active aging and reduce the risk of isolation. Additionally, addressing the
challenges of caregiving, particularly for those without close family support, should be a priority in public health agendas. For
example, policies that provide financial incentives or caregiving training to families could help alleviate the burden of caregiving
and improve outcomes for older adults.

Lastly, with the increasing trend of urbanization and migration, it is crucial to develop policies that cater to the needs of
older adults who may not have close family nearby. The development of informal care networks, such as local support groups or
neighborhood assistance programs, could help bridge the gap in caregiving.
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CONCLUSION

While the findings of this study provide important insights into the role of filial piety and social support in enhancing the SWB of
older adults in Malaysia, several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the cross-sectional design of the study limits our ability
to infer causal relationships between the variables. Future research should employ longitudinal designs to explore how filial piety
and social support influence SWB over time. Second, the sample was drawn from public spaces and may not fully represent older
adults who are less socially engaged. Research that includes more diverse settings, such as institutionalized seniors or rural areas,
would offer a more comprehensive understanding of the role of these factors.

Furthermore, future studies could explore the cultural differences in filial piety and social support among different ethnic
groups in Malaysia, as well as investigate the role of technology in enhancing social support for older adults. With the increasing
prevalence of digital platforms, there is potential for virtual social support to complement traditional forms of caregiving and social
engagement, which could be explored in future studies.

In conclusion, the findings of this study reaffirm the critical role of filial piety and social support in promoting the
subjective well-being of older adults in Malaysia. As the country navigates its aging demographic, it is essential to recognize the
enduring importance of familial bonds and the need for robust social support systems. By fostering both family-centered caregiving
and community-based support structures, Malaysia can ensure a better quality of life for its elderly population
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