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Growing Old in the City. Health Transition
among the Elderly in North Sulawesi, Indonesia (2000-2003; 2x SNF financed)
Old-age research in relation to culture, health and
illness in developing countries is gradually gaining
in importance in the social sciences. However,
social anthropology studies on elder care, care
support schemes and burden of elder care are
only in their initial stage.
The demographic and epidemiological transition in Indonesia has lead to a substantial ageing
of its population and a rapid increase in the prevalence of chronic illnesses in advanced age that, in
most cases, require some sort of care. This shift
from ‘cure’ to ‘care’ necessitates new paradigms
in both health-care delivery and research on older
people in less-developed countries. Care involves
both attitudes and practice, and is a dynamic interaction between giver and recipient. The vulnerability of frail elderly is strongly related to the resources, capability and willingness of kin and non-kin
to act as caregivers for extended periods. Normative filial piety and kinship obligations are no longer undisputed.

Schwerpunkte in der Lehre
Gesundheit & Vulnerabilität/Resilienz,
Pflege, Vertrauen & soziale Sicherheit,
Gesundheitshandeln, Gesundheit im
Wandel, urbane Gesundheit, Globalisierung & Gesundheit, Migration & Gesundheit, Alter & Altern, Angewandte Medizinethnologie/’International Health’, Gesellschaft & Ökologie, Natur-Kultur-Beziehungen

Customary material
and financial support
systems no longer
reliable

Filial piety
and kinship
obligations no
longer assured
Social

Economic
uncertainty

uncertainty

Older people in
North Sulawesi,
Indonesia

Health
uncertainty

Increasing vulnerability to chronic non-communicable
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A triangle of uncertainty for older people in urban areas of North Sulawesi, Indonesia

This research investigates the care and support received by chronically ill older people in
three different urban areas of North Sulawesi,
Indonesia. The majority rely on close family members, most often a wife or a daughter (or both), to
provide treatment, care and support. The main
care activities are support with ‘activities of daily
living’ and therapies for specific illnesses. Caregivers experience manifold burdens when providing
care for frail elderly, and tend to reduce their support as the severity and duration of their relative’s
illness increases. It is shown that an older person’s
vulnerability to inadequate care provision, or its
withdrawal, is associated with marital status and
gender (unmarried women and widows being
most at risk), poverty, weak support networks,
and having caregivers who are themselves vulnerable.

From ‘Cure to Care’ among the Elderly. OldAge Vulnerability in Tanzania (2008-2011;
SNF financed)
This research builds on findings of a previous
study on elderly with chronic illness in Indonesia,
where their degree of old-age vulnerability was
influenced very much by providing – or just failing
– care support.
This study is based upon the conceptual
framework of 'health transition' – i.e. rapid
demographic and epidemiological transformation,
sociocultural change, fast urbanisation and
migration, and broad change of lifestyle – and
correlates it with the assumption of growing
social, economic and health uncertainties for
elderly (see figure bottom left) nowadays in most
less-developed countries. The ‘vulnerability’ concept refines these approaches by regarding elderly
individuals as being social actors who share particular risks and exposures, but who can mobilise
coping resources and potentials to prevent, mitigate or overcome bad outcomes.
Harsh living conditions for many elderly in
Sub-Saharan Africa, shaped, for instance, by economic poverty, poor access to professional health
services and finally the HIV/AIDS pandemic, put
already a heavy burden on the elderly whose most
important asset is still a healthy body and mind.
Appropriate and adequate care support for frail
elderly may become a major challenge for most
Sub-Saharan societies.
The six specific research objectives are (1) to
investigate representation and perception of ‘old
age’, (2) to identify relationship of main carer(s) to
frail elderly, (3) to look into resources and capacities of elderly which strengthen their resilience
regarding care support, (4) to explore the significance of rural-urban relations for elderly in need of
care, (5) to find out the role and burden of elder
caregivers, and (6) to assess nature and priority of
care improvements of elderly. The study approach
comprises different societal levels, namely community, household and individuals, in both rural
(Rufiji) and urban sites (Dar es Salaam).
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