295

Chapter 19

Assistive Technologies as Aids
to Family Caregivers in Taiwan

Szu-Yao (Zoe) Wang
Australian Catholic University, Australia

ABSTRACT

Thesocial structure in Taiwan has changed dramatically in the last twenty years. An increasing population
of people aged over 65, a decreasing birth rate and rising numbers of women entering the workforce have
led to the need for more aged care services. Research has demonstrated that nursing home placement of
older adults in need of advanced care is the most cost effective option for family caregivers. However,

filial piety, which entails looking after older parents at home, is one of the core tenets of Chinese society.

Placing older parents into nursing homes can lead to conflicts that are detrimental to adult children

psychologically. Moreover, the burden of caregiving does not necessarily end for the family once they
have placed their parent(s) into nursing homes. It can continue to evoke deep emotional responses in

some former family caregivers. This chapter draws on findings from two case studies to illustrate the

dilemmas facing Taiwanese families who must cope with changing social conditions and customary
filial expectations. The use of assistive technologies as solutions to these dilemmas is outlined. These

technologies are argued to be a cost effective way to assist adult caregivers, their charges, and staff in

nursing homes. Their use may apply to other Asian countries with similar cultural beliefs and values.

INTRODUCTION

Cultural beliefs and traditional values impact on
all aspects of people’s lives. Filial piety is deeply
embedded in Chinese society in terms of caregiv-
ing to older people. The concept of filial piety
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means that the adult child, usually the son and
especially the eldest son, has the responsibility
for looking after his ageing parents.

In practice, the actual caregiver’s role is usu-
ally undertaken by the wife of the eldest son, that
is, the daughter-in-law. It is usually considered
“morally wrong” and “unjust” by some Chinese
people to think of placing a senior family mem-
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ber into a nursing home. Therefore, keeping the
parents at home is the preferable choice. Assistive
technologies have the potential to assist caregiv-
ers to maintain their filial duty. This chapter will
discuss and recommend possible strategies to
assist family caregivers in Taiwan.

The first part of this chapter will explain
demographic changes occurring in Taiwanese
society and consider various care options and
their impacts on caregivers. It is worth noting that
the rapidly ageing population found in Taiwan is
also found in other South-East Asian countries
such as China, Japan and Korea (Kim & Lee,
2003; Takeda et al., 2004; Xie, Xia, & Liu, 2007)
and assistive technology strategies suggested
for Taiwan might also have some application in
these countries. The second part of the chapter
will discuss specific technologies with reference
to two case studies that explain how assistive
technologies can be used to reduce the caregiv-
ing burden. These cases focused on older people
and their family caregivers who live in Taiwan.
However, these recommendations may also ap-
ply to family caregivers in other Asian societies
which have similar cultural beliefs.

DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGES

The island of Taiwan is located in the northwest
Pacific Ocean. Like other developed countries,
Taiwan has become an ageing society, as illustrated
by the following statistics. Since 1990, Taiwan’s
total population has increased by 9.1%, and by
2000 it had reached more than 22 million people.
The percentage of people over the age of 65 in-
creased from 6.4%in 1991 (Directorate-General of
BudgetAccounting & Statistics (DGBAS) Execu-
tive Yuan, 2002) t0 9.9% in 2006 (Department-of-
Social-Affairs, 2007). Birth rates decreased from
2.6%1n 1976 to 1.4% in 2000. The death rate per
1000 decreased from 11.6% in 1971 to 5.6% in
2000 (Department of Health, 2004). Furthermore,
the size of the Taiwanese household decreased
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from 5.7 people per household in 1956 to 3.9
peopleperhousehold in 2000 (Directorate-General
of Budget Accounting & Statistics (DGBAS)
Executive Yuan, 2002), highlighting a significant
shift in the family structure from large families
to small families.

The number of senior people in Taiwan who
live with their children has declined in line with
the changing social structure and lower fertility
rates (Directorate-General of Budget Accounting
& Statistics (DGBAS) Executive Yuan, 2002).
In 1990, 62.3% of senior people in Taiwan lived
with their children; however, by 2000 this had
decreased to 57.3%. In 1990, senior people
who lived with their spouse accounted for only
17.3% of the total older population. In 2000, this
had increased to 20%. The population of people
who are 65 years or over and who lived alone
increased from 15.9% (168,000 people) in 1990 to
18.3% (298,000 people) in 2000. These statistics
demonstrate that there may be a greater need to
increase welfare and provide care and assistance
forolder citizens. Furthermore, in order to provide
better care for older people and to maintain the
traditional social structure in Taiwan, the govern-
ment has created a policy to encourage younger
generations to live with their parents. In order to
protect older people, the policy clearly states that
any family members “dumping” their parents will
be fined between NTD$30,000 to NTD$150,000
(approximately US$900-US$4500) and have their
name published publicly (Department of Social
Affairs, 2003). (Dumping refers to the failure
of adult children to care for their parents, both
financially and physically.)

TRANSFORMATION

Since the 1970s, Chinese society has transformed
from an agricultural to an industrial economy. As
a consequence, intergenerational power dynam-
ics have also shifted (Thornton & Lin, 1994).
More young couples have moved out of the fam-
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