European Journal of Ageing (2018) 15:287-299
https://doi.org/10.1007/510433-017-0452-1

ORIGINAL INVESTIGATION

@ CrossMark

Family reciprocity of older Singaporeans
Lois M. Verbrugge' - Shannon Ang'%3

Published online: 19 January 2018
© Springer-Verlag GmbH Germany, part of Springer Nature 2018

Abstract

Reciprocity is a powerful motivation in social life. We study what older people give to their family for help received. Data
are from the Panel on Health and Aging of Singaporean Elderly, Wave 2 (2011; persons aged 62+; N = 3103). Giving and
receiving help are with family members other than spouse in the same household, in the past year. Types of help given and
received are money, food/clothes/other material goods, housework/cooking, babysitting grandchildren, emotional support/
advice, help for personal care, and help for going out. Multivariate models predict each type of giving help, with independent
variables about the older person’s resources, needs, and help received. Reciprocity is demonstrated by positive relationships
between receiving and giving help. Results show two kinds of reciprocity: “nontangibles for tangibles” and “same for same.”
First, older people give their time and effort in return for money and material goods. This aligns with contemporary Singapore
circumstances, in that older people tend to have ample time but limited financial resources, while family members (often
midlife children) have the reverse. Second, same-for-same exchanges, such as housework both given and received, are shared
tasks in families or normative behaviors in Singapore society. The results replicate and extend prior ones for Singapore. We
discuss prospects for change in frequency and shape of family reciprocity as the state continues to modernize.

Keywords Social exchange - Older adults - Reciprocity - Family relations

Introduction

Reciprocity is a strong and abiding principle in social rela-
tionships. When someone gives a material gift or service
to another person, the recipient often feels that more than
“thank you” should be offered in return. That may not hap-
pen soon, or in the same exact manner, but the motivation
to reciprocate persists. As people return favors and goods
for those received, reciprocity makes for powerful bonds of
amity and trust in social communities. Reciprocity occurs
in all arenas of social life, ranging across family, work, play,
love relationships, organization management, and more. This
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analysis studies within-family social exchanges, asking how
older persons who receive tangibles (money or material
goods) and nontangibles (services of time and effort) recip-
rocate with their family. We study exchanges in Singapore, a
swiftly modernizing society in which family ties are strongly
valued and retained.

Background

The theoretical springboard for this analysis is social
exchange theory (Simmel 1907, 1922). A central premise
is reciprocity, namely, that people want and try to “give
in return” for gifts and services received. Social exchange
theory and reciprocity have been elaborated since Sim-
mel’s insights, with increasing empirical orientation (Blau
1964; Gouldner 1960; Homans 1961; Kolm 2008; Kranton
1996; Molm 2003; Molm et al. 2007a; Purdam and Tranmer
2014; Thomése et al. 2005).! Types of giving and receiving

! Other theories about giving and receiving behaviors, and their
motivations, have been developed in economics, sociology, social
psychology, and anthropology (Bengtson et al. 2005; Carstensen
1992; Emerson 1972a, b, 1981; Garrison 1984; Marcum and Koehly
2015; Mauss 1925; Ring 1996; Thomas 2010; Wu et al. 2016). They
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behaviors include material goods, time, effort, space, overt
affection, stated appreciation, and more. Motivations under-
lying reciprocity include obligation, altruism, emotional
attachment, self-interest, social productivity, future benefits,
and more (Beel-Bates et al. 2007; Fingerman et al. 2009;
Horioka et al. 2016; Kolm 2008; Molm 1997, Silverstein
et al. 2012).2 Research on reciprocity assesses observed links
between receiving and giving behaviors, and motivations are
inferred from the links.?

Purpose of analysis

We study giving and receiving help by older Singaporeans
with their family members in the past year. The giving/
receiving behaviors include tangibles (money, food/clothes/
other material goods) and nontangibles (services requiring
time and effort such as babysitting, housework, cooking,
personal care, accompanying someone out of the house for
appointments/errands, offering emotional support, providing
advice). Empirical links between receiving and giving dem-
onstrate the strength and types of reciprocity within families.

In Singapore society, there is longstanding dependence of
older persons on their children for support and care. But Sin-
gapore is a well-known example of rapid state modernization,
changing from “third world” to “first world” infrastructure
and economy in just five decades. Amid swift moderniza-
tion, what kinds of giving and receiving help are common in
families and are reciprocal exchanges of help common? The
contribution herein is understanding the strength and types of
family reciprocity in Singapore, using good-quality data and
analysis techniques. We test three hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1 Strong reciprocity exists between receiv-
ing and giving help with family members. Empirically, we
expect statistically significant positive relationships between
receiving and giving help. Hypothesis 2 For older persons,
giving nontangibles for received tangibles is a typical form
of reciprocal exchange. In return for money and material
goods, older people give services that entail time and effort
(physical, mental, emotional). Hypothesis 3 Receiving help

Footnote 1 (continued)

do not contradict social exchange and reciprocity, but approach social
relations from other perspectives.

2 Motivations can be contingent (I give to you because you gave
to me) and noncontingent (I give to you because of moral norms or
love). In a given exchange, motivations can be multiple and conflict-
ing (Parrott and Bengtson 1999; Pillemer et al. 2007).

3 Motivations resist direct measurement. Surveys sometimes ask
about perceptions and expectations, but not motives for actual behav-
iors. Experimental research tries to tap motivations by giving differ-
ent games to study groups, then assessing the game-behavior differ-
ences and participant attitudes about their game-mates (Jung et al.
2014; Malmendier et al. 2014; Molm et al. 2007b).

@ Springer

is the strongest predictor of giving help, compared to other
predictors about older persons’ psychosocial resources and
health. Reciprocity is so powerful a motivation in social ties
that it supercedes effects of personal features that prompt or
inhibit older people to give help to family.

Methods
Data source

The data source is Wave 2 (2011) of the Panel on Health and
Aging of Singaporean Elderly (PHASE). PHASE is a nation-
ally representative longitudinal survey of older Singaporeans
aged 60+. For Wave 1 (2009), a national sample of house-
holds was contacted for presence of persons aged 60+ (Mal-
hotra et al. 2010); 4990 persons were interviewed (response
rate 69.4%). In Wave 2 (2011), 3103 of them were reinter-
viewed (aged 62+; response rate 67.5% for alive located
persons). Weights were generated to adjust for nonresponse
(see Procedures). The questions about giving and receiving
help were introduced in Wave 2; they are not in Wave 1.

Scope of analysis

The Wave 2 social exchange data cover central helping
actions in older persons’ lives, but not all. What aspects of
social exchange do the data cover, and not cover? First, the
social exchanges are among family members, namely rela-
tives in same household. Other valued exchanges are not
queried, such as with kin living elsewhere, friends, or cow-
orkers. Second, the older adult is the focal person. Helping
behaviors are based on his/her reports, not those of other
household members. Third, the data concern behaviors, not
motivations, perceptions, or expectations. We infer positive
motivation to reciprocate from empirical results showing
two-way exchanges. Fourth, social exchanges in the past year
are treated as contemporaneous, occurring in a recent time-
frame. The data do not show timing of giving and receiving
actions within that period.

Dependent variables

The dependent variables are types of help given by an older
person to his/her family. Respondents were asked whether
they gave these to any family members in the past 12 months:
babysit grandchildren; money; housework or cooking help;
food or clothes; and emotional support or advice. “Family
members” are relatives in the same household except spouse.
(Maids are common for cooking, cleaning, and child/elder
care in Singapore households of many income levels. They
are not relatives, so not “family members.”) “Babysit grand-
children” is analyzed just for older persons who have any in
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the household. “Money” can be regular, occasional, or holi-
day gifts. The five items are dichotomous (yes 1, no 0). We
classify types of help as tangibles (money, material goods)
and nontangibles (babysit, housework/cooking help, emo-
tional support/advice).

Independent variables

The predictors reflect older persons’ resources, needs, and
abilities to give help. We include sociodemographic features,
time commitments, availability of potential receivers of help
and of other potential givers of help, psychosocial features,
illness and disability, and receipt of help.

The sociodemographic variables are gender, age (62—64,
65-69, 70-74, 75+), ethnic group (Chinese, Malay, Indian/
Other), marital status (married, widowed, other nonmar-
ried), education (no formal education, primary, secondary,
above secondary), housing type (public housing 1-2 rooms,
3 rooms, 4 rooms, 5+ rooms/private housing), perceived
income adequacy (much difficulty to meet expenses; some
difficulty to meet expenses; just enough money, no difficulty;
enough money, with some left over). Income adequacy does
not signify income level; “just enough” and “enough with
some left over” can be true for rich or poor people.

For time commitments, we use employment status (not
working, working part-time, working full-time).

Availability of potential receivers, and presence of other
potential givers, can affect how readily an older person (R,
respondent) gives help. We created five variables about
household members: numbers of R’s children in the house-
hold, R’s grandchildren in the household, other household
members aged 19-59, other household members aged 60+,
and maids. “Other household members” include R’s spouse
and exclude R’s children, grandchildren, and maids. The
availability variables are mutually exclusive.

Psychosocial features affect motivations to give help
to others. Perceived loneliness is measured by the UCLA
Loneliness Scale (Hughes et al. 2004) (3 items; range 3-9;
Cronbach’s a for Wave 2 data = .86). Depression symp-
toms are measured by the Center for Epidemiologic Stud-
ies Depression Scale (Kohout et al. 1993) (11 items; range
0-22; a = .75). Personal mastery is measured by the Pearlin
Mastery Scale (Pearlin and Schooler 1978) (5 items; range
5-20; a = .88). Social network support (frequency and inti-
macy of social contacts outside the household) is measured
by the Lubben Social Network Scale (Lubben 1988; Lubben
and Gironda 2004) (12 items; range 0—60; @ = .87). Lubben
items about “relatives” were modified in PHASE surveys to
“relatives not living with you,” in order to separate social
network support from family activities. The psychosocial
features are asked in self-response interviews, not proxy
interviews (see “Procedures” section).

Illness and disability are measured by self-rated health
(very healthy, healthier than average, of average health,
somewhat unhealthy, very unhealthy), vision and hearing
(no difficulty, difficulty with one of them, difficulty with
both), chronic conditions (count of 18 physician-diagnosed
conditions), physical limitations (count of nine upper and
lower extremity actions difficult to perform alone), ADL dis-
abilities (activities of daily living, or personal care; count of
health-related difficulties in seven ADLs without personal
or device assistance), and IADL disabilities (instrumental
activities of daily living, or household management; count of
health-related difficulties in seven IADLs without personal
or device assistance).

Receiving help is the key predictor for the analysis.
Respondents were asked whether they received these from
any family members in the past 12 months: money; house-
work help; food, clothes, or other material goods; physical
care such as help with eating, bathing, toileting, moving
around the house; help to go to the doctors, marketing, shop-
ping, go out to visit friends, using public transportation; and
emotional support or advice. “Family members” are rela-
tives in the same household except spouse. “Money” can be
regular, occasional, or holiday gifts. Physical care is called
ADL help herein, and help to go out is called IADL help.
The six items are dichotomous (yes 1, no 0). We classify
them as rangibles (money, material goods) and nontangibles
(housework help, ADL help, IADL help, emotional support/
advice).

The set of independent variables is large so results of
receiving help (X) on giving help (Y) are well-controlled.
They are sometimes called predictors, but no causality is
intended.

Procedures

Sampling weights for Wave 2 were calculated to adjust for
nonproportional sampling (Wave 1; age and ethnicity) and
selective nonresponse (Waves 1 and 2; regression-based;
age, gender, and ethnicity). Dependent variables had no
missing data. Predictors had little missing data (exception
shortly), and we coded such cases to the mode. Psychosocial
measures had substantial missing data due to proxy inter-
views (N = 291; 9.4%). Multiple imputation by chained
equations (Raghunathan et al. 2001) was used to create ten
imputed datasets for statistical analyses where psychosocial
items are included. Combination rules specified by Rubin
(1987) adjusted for the variability of coefficients and stand-
ard errors between datasets.

Relationships between predictors and dependent variables
were estimated using the Stata MICE procedure (StataCorp
2013). We started with bivariate relationships using logistic
regression and then moved to multivariate logistic regres-
sions. Models are for each type of giving help (Y) separately.
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Predictor effects are shown by odds ratios (OR). Significance
levels are ***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05. Only statisti-
cally significant findings are stated in Results, with their OR
and significance level. Results and conclusions are based on
collections of effects across models (such as % of a predic-
tor’s effects that are statistically significant across models),
not single (one model) effects.

Pseudo R? values for models were generated by Stata for
full-sample models (N = 3103). A straightforward method
to produce them for models with imputed data is not cur-
rently available, so when psychosocial features are included,
we use complete-case models (N = 2812) instead. Fortu-
nately, explorations proved that predictor effects for models
using N = 2812 and N = 3103 are almost identical, so this
is acceptable.

Results
Sample descriptives

In the Wave 2 PHASE survey, half of the respondents are
aged 75+ (45.2%; mean age 74.1) and a majority are female
(54.5%) (Table 1). Respondents are largely Chinese (71.5%),
married (57.0%), and have no formal or primary education
(70.8%). The majority live in a 4-room or larger public flat
(64.4%), and almost all report adequate income to meet
needs (90.4%). Most respondents are not employed (81.1%).
Many respondents live with one or more of their own chil-
dren (66.1%; includes children’s spouses), and one-quarter
live with any grandchildren (28.6%). A majority live in
households with other people aged 60+ (53.4%; likely their
own spouse), but seldom with others aged 19-59 (8.7%;
such as niece/nephew). About one-fifth have a maid(s) in
the household (17.3%). Overall, older Singaporeans feel lit-
tle loneliness or depression, have strong personal mastery,
and have moderate social network support. Remarkably,
older Singaporeans do not vary much in psychosocial fea-
tures; top-quartile values are close to means, and coefficients
of variation are small (Table 1 footnote). The majority of
respondents rate their health as “average” (61.5%), and the
majority have no vision or hearing difficulty (66.6%). Most
have one or more chronic conditions (88.7%; mean 2.54) and
half have some physical limitation (49.5%), but disability is
uncommon (16.3% ADL, 21.1% IADL).

Receiving and giving help

For receiving help, most older Singaporeans received
money from family members in the past year (80.8%)
(Table 2). About half received material goods (45.7%),
followed by emotional support/advice (35.9%), house-
work help (29.8%), IADL help (26.0%), and least often,
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Table 1 Predictors of giving help to family (Singaporeans aged 62+)

Per cent
or mean
Sociodemographic
Gender (% female) 54.5
Age (mean) 74.1
62-64 114
65-69 223
70-74 21.1
75+ 45.2
Ethnic group (%)
Chinese 71.5
Malay 17.4
Indian/Other 11.1
Marital status (%)
Married 57.0
Widowed 36.6
Other nonmarried 6.4
Education (highest level completed; %)
No formal education 353
Primary 355
Secondary 21.6
Above secondary 7.6
Housing type (%)
Public housing 1-2 rooms 8.6
Public housing 3 rm 27.0
Public housing 4 rm 320
Public housing 5+ rm or private housing 324
Perceived income adequacy (%)
Much difficulty to meet expenses 14
Some difficulty to meet expenses 8.2
Just enough money, no difficulty 67.0
Enough money, with some left over 234
Time commitments
Employment (%)
Not working 81.1
Working part-time 8.4
Working full-time 10.5
Availability of receivers and other givers
No. of R’s children in household® (mean) 1.14
Any (%) 66.1
No. of R’s grandchildren in household® (mean) 0.56
Any (%) 28.6
No. of other household members aged 19-59° (mean) 0.10
Any (%) 8.7
No. of other household members aged 60+ (mean) 0.55
Any (%) 534
No. of maids in household (mean) 0.18
Any (%) 17.3
Psychosocial features®
Loneliness (3-9; mean) 3.31
Depression (0-22; mean) 2.61
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Table 1 (continued)

Per cent
or mean
Personal mastery (5-20; mean) 14.8
Social network support (0-60; mean) 22.8
Tllness and disability
Self-rated health (1-5; mean) 2.93
Very healthy (%) 3.6
Healthier than average 18.4
Of average health 61.5
Somewhat unhealthy 14.0
Very unhealthy 2.5
Vision and hearing (%)
No difficulty 66.6
Difficulty with one of them 20.9
Difficulty with both 12.5
Chronic conditions (0-18; mean) 2.54
One or more (%) 88.7
Physical limitations (0-9; mean) 1.42
One or more (%) 49.5
ADL disabilities (0-7; mean) 0.49
One or more (%) 16.3
TADL disabilities (0-7; mean) 0.58
One or more (%) 21.1

Receive help from family [see Table 2]

Data source: Panel on Health and Aging of Singaporean Elderly
(PHASE), Wave 2 (2011). N = 3103. R respondent, rm rooms.
Unweighted data

*Including their spouses

®Including R’s spouse; excludes R’s children, R’s grandchildren, and
maids

“These features have low variability for older Singaporeans: top-quar-
tile values are 4+ for loneliness, 5+ for depression, 174 for personal
mastery, and 31+ for social network support. Coefficients of variation
(standard deviation divided by mean; also called relative standard
deviation) are small, 0.284 for loneliness, 1.050 for depression, 0.178
for personal mastery, and 0.422 for social network support

ADL help (4.6%). For giving help, older Singaporeans
were most likely to provide money to family members
(38.7%; includes holiday gifts), followed by emotional
support or advice (29.8%), babysitting grandchildren
(18.9%), housework or cooking help (14.7%), and least
often, material goods (9.8%) (Table 2).

Older Singaporeans typically receive help more than
they give help. The difference (receive/give ratio) is about
2:1 for money and housework. For material goods, the
difference is nearly 5:1. But for emotional support/advice,
receiving and giving are coequal in frequency; the ratio is
1:1 (see “Discussion” section).

Bivariate links between receiving and giving help

Bivariate models use each receive help item to predict each
give help item (30 regressions; Table 3). The great majority
of effects linking receive and give are statistically significant
(79%). The majority of those significant effects are positive
(61%), thus in line with reciprocity. Two overall results stand
out. (1) Older adults who receive tangible help are espe-
cially likely to give nontangible help. We call this “nontan-
gibles for tangibles.” Specifically, older persons who receive
money are much more likely, than those who do not, to help
with babysitting grandchildren (OR = 1.69%) and help with
housework (2.63**%). Older persons who receive material
goods are more likely to help with housework (2.98***) and
give emotional support/advice (4.01%**). Altogether, four of
six (4/6) possible evaluations of “nontangible for tangibles”
have significant OR > 1.00. That contrasts with: nontangi-
bles for nontangibles, 5/12; tangibles for nontangibles, 2/8;
and tangibles for tangibles, 2/4. (2) Older adults are likely
to give the same type of help they have received. We call
this “same for same.” Odds ratios are: receive housework
help with give housework help 3.74***_ emotional support/
advice with same 23.45%** money with same 2.10%** and
material goods with same 4.55%*%. All four possible evalu-
ations of “same for same” have significant OR > 1.00.

We also estimated models using the set of five receive
help items to predict each give help item (five regressions).
We call them chunk models. Remarkably, results for signifi-
cance, positive/negative odds ratios, and even size of odds
ratios are very similar to the bivariate models (results avail-
able on request). The substantive findings about “nontangi-
bles for tangibles” and “same for same” are repeated.

Multivariate links between receiving and giving
help

Full multivariate models include all predictors for each give
help item (five regressions; Table 4). We state reciprocity
results first, then effects for the other predictors.

The majority of effects linking receive help and give help
are statistically significant (55%). Further, the majority of
those significant effects are positive (69%), thus in line
with reciprocity. The substantive findings about “nontan-
gibles for tangibles” and “same for same” are repeated. (1)
Regarding “nontangibles for tangibles,” older adults who
receive money are more likely, than those who do not, to
help with babysitting grandchildren (OR = 1.71%*). Those
who receive material goods are more likely to babysit grand-
children (1.80%**), help with housework/cooking (1.89%*%*),
and give emotional support/advice (1.92***). These results
vary only a little from the initial bivariate models; thus,
controls for other predictors have little impact. As earlier,
four of six (4/6) evaluations of “nontangibles for tangibles”
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Table 2 Rates of receiving help from family and giving help to family (Singaporeans aged 62+)

Per cent who received
help in past 12 months®

Receive money 80.8
Receive housework help 29.8
Receive material goods 45.7
Receive ADL help 4.6
Receive IADL help 26.0
Receive emotional support or advice 359

Per cent who gave help
in past 12 months®

Babysit grandchildren 18.9
Give money 38.7
Give housework or cooking help 14.7
Give material goods 9.8
Give emotional support or advice 29.8

Data source: Panel on Health and Aging of Singaporean Elderly (PHASE), Wave 2 (2011). N = 3103 except babysit grandchildren (analyzed
just for persons with grandchild(ren) in household, N = 2505). Unweighted data

#“In the past 12 months, did you receive [X] from any of your family members, other than your spouse?” Material goods wording is “food,
clothes, or other material goods.” ADL help (activities of daily living) wording is “physical care (e.g., help with eating, bathing, toileting, mov-
ing around the house).” IADL help (instrumental activities of daily living) wording is “help to go to the doctors, marketing, shopping, go out to
visit friends, using public transportation.” Items are arranged here as stated in the questionnaire

“In the past 12 months, did you provide [X] to any of your family members, other than your spouse?” Babysit wording is “have you provided
assistance to baby sit your grandchildren?” Housework or cooking help wording is “housework help or help with cooking.” Material goods
wording is “food or clothes.” (Survey designers intended the receive and give items to be identical in scope; wording variations for housework
and material goods arose in translation and printing.) Items are arranged here as stated in the questionnaire

Table 3 Bivariate effects of receiving help from family on giving help to family (Singaporeans aged 62+)

Give help (V)
Babysit grand- Give housework/ Give emotional sup-  Give money Give material goods
children cooking help port/advice
Receive help (X)
Nontangibles
Receive housework help 0.53#%** 3.74%%* 4.81%%* 1.04 1.58%%*
Receive ADL help 0.64++* 0.33* 0.89 0.52%* -
Receive IADL help 0.33%%* 2.02%** 1.99%** 0.74%* 0.64*
Receive emot.support/advice 0.71%* 2.53 %% 23.45%%% 0.75%* 1.33*
Tangibles
Receive money 1.69%* 2.63%** 1.14 2.10%** 0.94
Receive material goods 1.22 2.98##* 4.01%%* 1.09 4.55%%*

Data source: Panel on Health and Aging of Singaporean Elderly (PHASE), Wave 2 (2011). N = 3103 except babysit grandchildren (analyzed
just for persons with grandchild(ren) in household; N = 2505). Weighted data. Odds ratios from bivariate models. The receive and give items are
arranged by nontangibles first, then tangibles (differs from questionnaire order; see Table 2)

— Cannot be estimated due to a zero cell in 2 X 2 table. Significance levels: ***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05, else p > .05

have significant OR > 1.00. The other combinations sel-  help with give housework help (OR = 2.78***), emotional
dom have OR > 1.00: nontangibles for nontangibles, 4/12;  support/advice with same (19.93*%*), money with same
tangibles for nontangibles, 1/8; tangibles for tangibles, 2/4.  (2.03**%*), and material goods with same (6.29%**). “Same-
(2) Regarding “same for same,” older adults are likely to ~ for-same” effects are very similar to the initial bivariate
give the same type of help they received: receive housework ~ models; they do not erode with inclusion of other predictors.
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Table 4 Multivariate models of giving help to family (Singaporeans aged 62+)

Give help (Y)
Babysit grandchildren ~ Give house- Give emotional ~Give money  Give material goods
work/cooking  support/advice
help
Sociodemographic
Gender (female; ref male) 0.98 11.02%%%* 1.06 2.31%%* 1.40
Age
62-64 4.95%* 2.39%%% 2.47H** 1.09 2.58%%%*
65-69 4.55%%* 2.57%%* 1.97%** 0.88 2.127%%%
70-74 3.27%%* 2.12%%% 1.29 1.18 1.36
75+ (ref)
Ethnic group
Chinese (ref)
Malay 0.47%%* 0.68 3.36%** 1.49%% 0.40%**
Indian/Other 0.53% 0.86 2.65%%* 0.72% 0.51%*
Marital status
Married (ref)
Widowed 0.84 2.70%%* 0.95 0.76 1.12
Other nonmarried 0.34 2.14% 0.81 0.51%%* 0.82
Education
No formal education (ref)
Primary 1.16 1.11 1.20 1.03 0.94
Secondary 1.36 1.03 1.59 1.06 1.48
Above secondary 1.65 1.63 2.9k 1.50% 1.94%
Housing type
Public housing 1-2 rm (ref)
Public housing 3 rm 1.08 1.26 0.94 1.07 1.10
Public housing 4 rm 1.46 1.46 0.82 1.02 1.07
Public housing 5+ rm or private housing  1.40 1.37 1.08 1.28 1.41
Perceived income adequacy
Much difficulty 1.28 3.33* 1.36 0.35 4.15
Some difficulty 2.00%* 1.87#* 2.01%* 0.79 2.00*
Just enough (ref)
More than enough 1.22 1.17 1.50% 1.28* 1.52%
Time commitments
Employment
Not working (ref)
Working part-time 0.64 1.19 1.08 0.90 1.35
Working full-time 0.39%#* 0.70 1.03 1.59%* 1.41
Auvailability of receivers and other givers
No. R’s children in hh 0.97 1.61%** 1.02 0.89* 1.11
No. R’s gdchildren in hh 1.63%** 0.99 1.11 1.22%%* 1.16
No. other hh mbrs 19-59 1.58 1.41 1.04 1.05 1.37
No. other hh mbrs 60+ 1.25 1.85%* 1.02 0.79 1.11
No. maids in hh 0.72 0.46%#* — — -
Psychosocial features
Loneliness 1.31%%** 0.94 0.97 0.88* 1.25%
Depression 0.95 0.95 0.90%* 0.97 0.92%
Personal mastery 1.07* 0.96 0.92%* 1.00 1.05
Social network support 1.03%** 1.01 1.01 0.99* 0.99
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Table 4 (continued)

Give help (Y)
Babysit grandchildren  Give house- Give emotional ~Give money  Give material goods
work/cooking  support/advice
help
Illness and disability
Self-rated health® 0.73%% 0.85 0.78% 1.12 0.97
Vision and hearing
No difficulty (ref)
Difficulty with one 1.59%% 2.05%%* 1.39 0.67%%* 1.02
Difficulty with both 1.43 2.09%* 1.66* 0.42%%* 1.12
No. chronic conditions 0.94 1.01 1.07 1.06%* 1.01
No. physical limitations 0.98 0.92 1.06 0.99 0.90
No. ADL disabilities 0.30%* 0.62%%* 0.81 0.95 0.76
No. IADL disabilities 0.91 0.81% 0.80%* 0.95 0.64*
Receive help from family
Nontangibles:
Receive housework help 0.57%%* 2.778%%% 1.90%** 1.20 1.58%
Receive ADL help 1.77 0.70 0.64 1.10 _
Receive IADL help 0.72 1.29 1.10 0.75* 0.93
Receive emot.support/advice 0.80 1.54% 19.93%** 0.68%** 0.90
Tangibles:
Receive money 1.71* 1.34 0.62* 2.03%** 0.66*
Receive material goods 1.80%*%* 1.89%*%* 1.92%%% 1.02"™ 6.29%*%*
R*®
Bivariate models .002-.026 .003-.057 < .001-.325 <.001-.015 <.001-.076
Chunk models .051 .096 .366 .024 .099
Full models 207 302 435 .085 .188

Data source: Panel on Health and Aging of Singaporean Elderly (PHASE), Wave 2 (2011). N = 3103 except babysit grandchildren (ana-
lyzed just for persons with grandchild(ren) in household, N = 2505). Weighted data. Odds ratios from full models. ref reference group (odds
ratio = 1.00). rm rooms, hh household. Receive and give items are arranged by nontangibles first, then tangibles (differs from questionnaire
order; see Table 2). — Not relevant for this Y. — Cannot be estimated due to a zero cell in 2 X 2 table

#Used as continuous variable; higher score is worse health

Bivariate models use each receive item with each give item; we show range of 6 R? values for each Y. Chunk models use whole set of 6 receive
itemsfor each Y. Full models have all predictors

Significance levels: ***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05, else p > .05

Again, all four possible evaluations of “same for same” have
significant OR > 1.00.

Some results go against reciprocity (31% of significant
effects have OR < 1.00), such that when older persons
receive help of a given type, they are unlikely to give help
of another type. This occurs for receive housework with give
babysit (OR = 0.57*%), receive IADL care with give money
(0.75%), receive emotional support/advice with give money
(0.68**%)_ the reverse tie of receive money with give emo-
tional support/advice (0.62*), and receive money with give
material goods (0.66*). These negative relationships appear
in initial models and persist in full ones.

Some relationships between receive and give are nil (45%
of all effects are nonsignificant), in that receiving X has no
effect on giving Y. They deserve substantive scrutiny, but
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statistical chance and skewness can also play strong roles.
Nil effects occur mainly for receive ADL/IADL help with
all give help Y’s. The ADL/IADL items are highly skewed
(low variation) and that is the likely reason for no detectable
effects.

Other predictors (besides receive help) reflect older per-
sons’ resources and abilities for giving help to family. Over-
all, their effects are less strong than expected. Only 38% of
them are statistically significant, but the majority of those
(73%) are in line with hypotheses. No predictor domain,
such as sociodemographic or illness/disability, stands out
with strong effects. Only two specific predictors have strong,
consistent effects: age (giving help decreases with increasing
age; 10/15 effects are significant) and ethnic group (Chi-
nese are more likely than other groups to babysit and give
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material goods, and less likely to give emotional support/
advice; 8/10 significant effects). Moderate (less strong, less
consistent) effects occur for income adequacy (people with
high- and low-income adequacy offer more help than those
with just enough) and ADL/IADL disabilities (less giving
as disability increases). But most predictors show weak,
inconsistent results—few significant effects, some in line
with hypothesis and some against it. Table 4 shows effects
for all independent variables.

R? (explained variance) were calculated for the bivariate
models, chunk models, and full models. R? values are tiny
for bivariate models (range < .001-.076; exception of .325
for receive emotional support/advice with give emotional
support/advice) (Table 4). Values increase for chunk mod-
els (.051-.099; and .366 for give emotional support/advice).
Full models have R? ranging .085—.435. The lowest value
(.085) occurs for give money, the near-highest (.302) occurs
for give housework/cooking, and the highest (.435) occurs
for give emotional support/advice.

Discussion

We highlight the strength and types of family reciprocity in
Singapore and then compare the results with a prior analysis
(Verbrugge and Chan 2008).

Reciprocity

Reciprocity in older Singaporeans’ family relationships is
common, taking two forms. One is “nontangibles for tangi-
bles.” Older Singaporeans give services requiring time and
effort to their family in return for money and material goods,
as anticipated (Hypothesis 2). This aligns with contemporary
Singapore circumstances. Older people typically have ample
time but limited financial resources, whereas their family
members (often midlife children) have more ample financial
resources but limited time. There is also evidence of “same-
for-same” reciprocity, such as giving money when money
is received. Response bias is unlikely since receive help and
give help questions are in separate sections, not adjacent.
There are, in fact, good substantive reasons for same-for-
same exchange in Singapore households: Housework can
easily be task-sharing and done together. Also, people shop
for food and other material goods for the whole family, so
giving and receiving these is easily mutual. Other same-for-
same exchanges are normative. Money gifts often occur on
holidays, especially Lunar New Year, and are expected to be
two way when possible. High reciprocity for support/advice
reflects the fundamental nature of emotional intimacy; it is
not one-sided, and is felt and practiced on both sides. This
drives the high R? values for models with emotional support/
advice.

Our main reciprocity hypothesis (Hypothesis 1) was
noncontingent; we thought all links between receive and
give would be positive in final models! Negative links
might occur initially, for example, if ill persons receive
often but give rarely, but those links would turn positive
when resources and health were controlled. The results
are not so thorough (100%), but reciprocity does occur for
the majority of receive help—give help links. Moreover,
except for age and ethnic group, receive help is the strong-
est, most consistent predictor of giving help (Hypoth-
esis 3). Remarkably, directions of initial bivariate links
between receive and give stay steady in full models—posi-
tive links stay positive, and negative ones stay negative.
Thus, reciprocity is a powerful aspect of older adults’ lives
regardless of their resources and needs.

Other empirical analyses show positive ties between
older persons’ receiving and giving help (review in Ver-
brugge and Chan 2008, p. 23). Recent studies also show
positive receive—give ties (Cong and Silverstein 2008;
Geurts et al. 2012; Isherwood et al. 2016; Lowenstein
et al. 2007; Morgan et al. 1991 just found). The exchange
of “nontangibles for tangibles” is also in the literature,
specifically as “time for money” (review in Verbrugge and
Chan 2008, p. 23). “Time for money” was the main result
of the analysis just cited and is further demonstrated since
then (Cong and Silverstein 2008; Leopold and Raab 2011;
Shi 1993 just found). “Same for same” is not commonly
studied. Its distinctive importance is best seen when com-
pared to “not same” options, as done herein. Lin and Wu
(2014) also compare same-for-same with other options.
Older Americans who provided sick care and comfort to
children expect to receive the same from their children
when it is needed.

Strong negative links between receive and give help
are substantively important. This analysis shows that two
aspects: Some occur in a context of positive ties: when one
exchange is very strong and positive, another in the same
domain is weak. Specifically, two-way exchange money is
common, but receiving money reduces chances of giving
material goods. And housework reciprocity is common,
but receiving housework help reduces chances of giving
babysitting. Time and enthusiasm can run out; perhaps older
people feel that enough has been given by sharing money
and housework. Other negative links show that money and
emotional support/advice are not compatible. When one is
received, chances are low of giving the other. Money and
intimacy apparently “cross swords” in social exchange.

Even nil results (nonsignificant links between receive and
give) merit attention. Substantively, they suggest that certain
types of help are unconnected. If repeated in other analy-
ses, this means that some routes are quite closed in social
exchange, and reciprocity motivations aim elsewhere. Statis-
tical aspects (chance and skewness) can also play a role. The
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nil results herein suggest statistical rather than substantive
reasons (see "Results" section).

The reciprocity results speak to classic Asian themes
about family relationships: coresidence, filial piety, and
intergenerational transfers.* First, older Singaporeans typi-
cally live with kin. The majority of Wave 2 respondents live
with their children (66%), and nearly all live with any rela-
tives (92%; includes spouse). Coresidence boosts chances
of giving, receiving, and reciprocity behaviors. Still, coresi-
dence is probably not a large factor for reciprocity in Singa-
pore since small geography facilitates social exchanges with
nonresident kin. Second, filial piety is strict feelings of obli-
gations by adult children to their older parents for housing,
income support, and illness/disability care. It is an abiding
principle in Asian family relations (Mehta 1999; Mehta and
Ko 2004). We cannot document motivations herein, but trust
that filial piety is one of the underlying motives for older
Singaporeans’ receiving help. Third, intergenerational trans-
fers (IGT) research emphasizes flows of resources in fami-
lies, “upward” from children to parents, and “downward”
from parents to children. The sizes and timing of flows are
estimated and compared, and consequences of transfers for
individual well-being are studied. Reciprocity research dif-
fers; it is intrinsically about two-way exchanges, with sym-
metry as its essence and measure. Reciprocity is relevant in
all social relations, not just family, and its consequences for
network structure and social cohesion are considered. Still,
the two fields intersect since both concern flows of goods
and services. IGT researchers who read this analysis may
appreciate the finding that help is often two-way (recipro-
cal), and certain forms of two-way exchange are common
(tangibles for nontangibles, and same for same).

Replication

This analysis offers a fine opportunity to compare with a
prior analysis of Singapore family exchanges (Verbrugge

* These topics were reviewed in Verbrugge and Chan (2008, pp.
6-8). Recent research has some new directions (reference list is avail-
able on request): (1) coresidence of parents and their adult children is
declining due to improved financial resources of older people, migra-
tion of adult children, more residence types with care services, and
the ethos of late-life independence. On the other hand, coresidence
is boosted by more time that contemporary unmarried adult children
stay with their parents. (2) For filial piety, much is written about its
"erosion" in Asia. Some studies query people’s attitudes about filial
piety. These suggest reshaping (not erosion) of filial piety, especially
its behavioral expression. Helping behaviors are changing worldwide
to include conscious affective displays of caring and love, finding and
monitoring others to care for older parents, planning and administra-
tive tasks, and assuring security. (3) For intergenerational transfers,
new foci are their long-range stretch over years and geography, and
their psychosocial impact on older persons (receiving and giving help
act as buffers for stress and loneliness).
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and Chan 2008). The PHASE Wave 2 data used here (for
2011) have targeted, well-designed items about family help-
ing behaviors, whereas the prior data (for 1995/1999) were
a potpourri of usable but not ideal items. The two analyses
are closely similar in other respects (predictors, statistical
techniques).

The time between the results is about 15 years. One’s
first impulse is to see if family reciprocity has changed in
frequency and types in Singapore. But the immense differ-
ence in survey items for the two data sets prohibits assessing
change with any confidence. However, the analyses can be
used successfully to assess replication of the main substan-
tive findings. Do they come to the same conclusion about the
shape of family ties?

Replication is not boring! It is a fundamental goal of sci-
entific research, and often an explicit purpose of research
in the biological and physical sciences, but seldom in the
social sciences (Bronstein 1990; Earp and Trafimow 2015;
Hiiffmeier et al. 2016; Open Science Collaboration 2015;
Schmidt 2009). This may be due, in part, to the impossibil-
ity of identical procedures in social research. But replication
can be broadened to mean “similar findings,” and we now
compare the two analyses from that perspective.

Their results are similar for significant receive—give
ties, predictor effects, and explained variance.® Reciprocity
is more evident in this analysis, probably due to targeted
(rather than potpourri) items on social exchange. These
similarities are welcome, but our key criterion for replica-
tion is whether reciprocity is substantively similar in the two
analyses. The answer is yes. “Nontangibles for tangibles”
(2011) encompasses “time for money” (1995/1999).7 This

5 This matter has troubled some readers, so we provide a metaphor.
The items differ, so we have "apples and pears". For social change,
we need "apples and apples". For substantive replication, "apples
and pears" are fine; we ask if they look and behave quite similarly as
fruits.

% Empirical comparison: Both analyses have high percentages of
significant effects of receive help on give help (79% 2011; 86%
1995/1999). Of those, the percentage of positive ones is higher for
2011 (61%; 38% 1995/1999). Strength of other predictors (besides
receive) is about the same (similar percentages of significant effects
overall and per hypothesis). For predictors that appear in both analy-
ses, direction of effects on give help is the same. Explained variance
for models is higher in 2011 (.243 on average; .167 1995/1999).
Prevalences of receive/give help cannot be compared for 2011 and
1995/1999 because items differ so much.

7 Substantive replication: We arranged the 1995/1999 items into non-
tangibles and tangibles. Positive links between receive and give are
not very common in the prior analysis, but better for "nontangibles
for tangibles" (4/12) than the other combinations (nontangibles for
nontangibles, 0/12; tangibles for nontangibles, 1/2; tangibles for tan-
gibles, 1/2). (Results are stronger for 2011: 4/6, 4/12, 1/8, and 2/4,
respectively; see “Results” section.) Regarding "same for same", rep-
lication cannot be assessed. It could not be assessed in the prior anal-
ysis, because receive and give items were so different.
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is replication with elaboration. In both analyses, receiving
help is a central predictor of giving help (at the top here;
less prominent in the prior analysis, likely due to hodge-
podge items). The motivation to reciprocate appears to be
fundamental in family life, often exceeding impacts of other
resources/needs on older persons’ helping behavior. In sum,
we now have robust evidence about strength and forms of
family reciprocity in Singapore.

Prospects for change

Will family reciprocity continue in its current form? Social
circumstances for older persons are changing in Singapore.
The older population is becoming more financially inde-
pendent and literate. From 2000 to 2010, the percent of
persons aged 65+ who rely on their children as the primary
source of income decreased from 75 to 63% (Department of
Statistics, Singapore 2001a, b, 2011). Older persons with
no formal education decreased from 70% in 2000 to 60% in
2010. Singapore has an official policy of reliance on family
for care of older persons (Chin and Phua 2016; Mehta 2006;
Phua 2001; Teo 2004). The policy is unlikely to change in
the foreseeable future, but program changes can help family
members for contemporary communications, care planning,
and safety of older kin.

As the social composition of older Singaporeans changes,
and as families respond to government programs and incen-
tives, family ties and exchanges are likely to change as well.
Scientific buttress is small to date. Empirical research about
Singapore family values, intergenerational transfers, and
family social exchange, whether cross-sectional or over
time, is not ample. Studies are mostly qualitative with small
samples (Ingersoll-Dayton and Saengtienchai 1999; Mehta
1997, 1999; Mehta and Ko 2004; Mehta et al. 1995; Mila-
gros et al. 1995; Phua and Loh 2008). There are few quan-
titative studies with sizable samples to date (Chan 1997;
Gubhaju et al. 2018; Ofstedal et al. 1999; Teo and Mehta
2001). Overall, the research shows that commitment to fam-
ily (filial piety) persists in contemporary Singapore. Authors
expect it will continue but find new behavioral expression
in the near future.

To document change in reciprocity will require popula-
tion-based data with same or highly similar items over one
or more decades. A new Singapore study has been launched
(2016-2017) for persons aged 60+ that includes the same
social exchange questions.® Using PHASE Wave 2 and the
new survey, frequencies of receiving and giving help, and
the nature of family reciprocity, can be compared over time.

8 Transitions in Health, Employment, Social Engagement and Inter-
Generational Transfers in Singapore Study (THE SIGNS Study),
funded by the Singapore Ministry of Health.

We expect that “nontangibles for tangibles” and “same for
same” will persist for older persons, but more “tangibles for
tangibles” exchanges will occur as their financial resources
increase.

Conclusion

Older Singaporeans give time and effort (physical, mental,
emotional) to their family in return for money and material
goods received; this is “nontangibles for tangibles.” They
also often give the same type of help that they received
(“same for same”) due to social norms and the ease of task-
sharing. Family reciprocity helps maintain and enhance
social cohesion and goodwill as the state modernizes.

The Singapore data used here have a good array of behav-
iors in family social exchanges: babysitting grandchildren,
housework and cooking, help with personal care, help going
away from home, emotional support/advice, money, and
food/clothes/other material goods. These are classic fam-
ily behaviors in Asian societies. Not included are affective
behaviors such as stating appreciation and gratitude, cour-
tesy and listening, embracing or touching, and saying “I love
you.” Also absent are modern-life behaviors, such as elec-
tronic communications, organizing appointments, handling
paperwork, arranging house and property services, help with
computers and mobile devices, and safety training. Western
studies have included some of these affective and instrumen-
tal items (Geurts et al. 2012; Lin and Wu 2014; Morgan et al.
1991; Parrott and Bengtson 1999). They are not yet in Asian
studies. Indeed, affective items may be difficult to include in
Asia where traditionally, emotions are not readily expressed
and public decorum is prized (including during interviews).
Nevertheless, the scope of financial, instrumental, and affec-
tive behaviors in family ties is large and has always been so.
Efforts to stretch questions toward affective and modern-life
behaviors will give still better views of reciprocity in older
people’s lives.
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