GUEST EDITORIAL

Establishing Age-friendly Communities in the Philippines:
The Need to Empower Senior Citizens beyond the “Carp”

The Philippines’ transition toward an aging population calls for various agencies to address the evolving and diverse
needs of older people. Notably, the Filipino subscription to filial piety, which emphasizes respect and caring for older people,
encourages families and communities to promote the welfare of our senior citizens. However, a recent article noted that
Filipinos’ caring behaviors toward their older family members might be slowly fading, as evidenced by increasing cases of family
abandonment/abuse and emerging negative perceptions about aging.! Hence, it is imperative for the government to support
older people across settings where they continue to live and function.

'The National Commission of Senior Citizens (NCSC), created in 2019, serves as the lead agency for promoting the welfare
and protection of Filipino older adults.” Meanwhile, various policies for senior citizens commonly involve socioeconomic
provisions, such as social pension, retirement benefits, mandatory insurance coverage (PhilHealth), and discount/tax incentives
on several purchases or services. Other relevant programs are also reported, including protection from abuse and neglect,
promotion of health and wellness, reinforcement of roles in nation-building, navigation of health and social services, and
coordination of various agency services for older people.? Nonetheless, there is limited data on the implementation and
evaluation of these programs on the ground. A multisectoral approach, ensuring that all stakeholders’ voices are heard and
appropriate resources are pooled, is crucial to foster healthy aging.

It is imperative to empower communities to integrate various factors that influence the well-being of older people. Thus,
the World Health Organization (WHO)? advocates the development of age-friendly environments (AFEs) to reinforce
the physical and mental capacities, including other health-related attributes of older people throughout their life course.
There are eight interconnected domains to promote AFEs: community and healthcare, communication and information,
social participation, respect and social inclusion, civic participation and employment, housing, outdoor buildings and spaces,
and transportation.® This indicates that supporting older people requires systems thinking, which includes identifying and
managing individual needs, existing community resources, and environmental factors that impact their overall functioning.

It should be noted that each domain is instrumental in an age-friendly environment. For instance, adequate spaces
and facilities could provide venues for health promotion, social interaction, and training for older people and their families.
Transportation modes that consider the needs of people with disabilities could contribute to social inclusion and access to
health and social services. Residential facilities could assist persons who are abandoned/homeless and those who require long-
term care. Meanwhile, resources to enhance the digital literacy of older people for communication and information could also
promote civic engagement, healthcare access, and social participation. Through a whole-society approach, AFEs could foster
aging in place,* wherein older people can live safely and independently in their households and communities.

Six elements are required to develop a national framework for age-friendly communities: (1) partnerships, networking,
and stakeholders; (2) leadership and strategic thinking; (3) human, financial, institutional, and cultural resources; (4) capacity-
building; (5) knowledge, research, and innovation; and (6) monitoring and evaluation.* Last year, the NCSC has started
designing a framework for age-friendly environments in the Philippines.” Developing an AFE national program could take
months to years, as consultations with various partners, mapping and optimizing resources, and developing training and
evaluation programs involve iterative and continuous processes. The Philippines can also learn from other countries on how
to plan for and sustain age-friendly communities. However, AFE model cases are mostly from high-income countries like
the US, the UK, Spain, and Japan,* of which have different contexts from the Philippines. Therefore, developing age-friendly
environments in the country should consider the unique contexts where older people live.® Various agencies (local, national,
international; public and private) in health, social care, labor, transport, housing, education, and media should be tapped
for comprehensive organizational support. Representations from older people, families, caregivers, people with disabilities,
and other interest groups are also important for inclusive stakeholder consultations.
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'The role of academic institutions in developing age-friendly communities cannot be overemphasized, as research could
enable understanding of local contexts, creation of evidence-based policies, and guidance to policy implementation/evaluation
through scientific and ethical processes. Hence, educational institutions should explore collaborative partnerships with their
local communities to facilitate co-production of knowledge that can be utilized in developing AFEs. Enabling the new
generation of researchers to work with older people and other stakeholders, could also provide opportunities to combat ageism
and develop advocacies for marginalized populations. As suggested by Felipe-Dimog et al.,' schools are conducive venues to
leverage the Filipino value of family orientation and respect toward older people. Apart from being research and innovation
hubs, educational institutions should serve as centers for values formation toward age-friendliness.

Direction from the national government is paramount to developing and supporting age-friendly communities in the
Philippines. As previously described,* leadership and strategic thinking in AFEs is needed to ensure that the right stakeholders
are included, sufficient resources are availed, appropriate capacity-building activities are provided, relevant research projects
are conducted, and pragmatic evaluation methods are utilized. The NCSC, as the primary agency tasked to foster age-friendly
communities in the country, should ensure the above processes are fulfilled in the best way possible. Financial support is
also crucial for maintaining partnerships, hiring additional staff, building spaces, and creating other facilities to make age-
friendly communities a reality. As devolution continues, the government should aid low-resource settings to design and sustain
age-friendly environments. Recognizing that the country is nearing the aging population, supporting senior citizens should
go beyond giving discounts or free services. Ultimately, a strong political will is the key to ensure that all older people are
cared for and provided with resources to successfully age in their communities.

Laurence Lloyd B. Parial, PhD, MA, RN

College of Nursing
University of the Philippines Manila

REFERENCES

1.

Felipe-Dimog EB, Tumulak MJR, Garcia AP, Liang F-W, Silao CLT,
Hsu M-T, et al. Caring behavior of Filipinos toward their elderly
family members. Acta Med Philipp. 2024;58(15):6-10. doi: 10.47895/
amp.vi0.6880.

United Nations Decade of Health Ageing. National Commission of
Senior Citizens, Philippines: Reports from the Field [Internet]. 2023
[cited 2024 Aug]. Available from: https://www.decadeofhealthyageing.
org/find-knowledge/innovation/reports-from-the-field/national-

2. National Commission of Senior Citizens-Philippines. Core Programs commission-of-senior-citizens-philippines#
[Internet]. 2024 [cited 2024 Aug]. Available from: https://www.ncsc. Sixsmith J, Makita M, Menezes D, Cranwell M, Chau I, Smith M,
gov.ph/programs et al. Enhancing community participation through age-friendly

3. World Health Organization. The WHO age-friendly cities framework ecosystems: a rapid realist review. Geriatrics. 2023;8(3):52. d0i:10.3390/
[Internet]. 2017 [cited 2024 Aug]. Available from: https://extranet. geriatrics8030052.
who.int/agefriendlyworld/age-friendly-cities-framework/#

4. World Health Organization. National programmes for age-friendly

cities and communities: a guide. 2023 [cited 2024 Aug]. Available
from: https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240068698

VOL. 58 NO. 15 2024

ACTA MEDICA PHILIPPINA 5



