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Old age offers varying [experiences and] meanings in different societies while the aging process is also not
uniform for all individuals (Gulzar et al., 2008). Interest in aged care facilities and well-being of its residents
is growing and contested in the literature (Akbar et al. 2014; Gulzar et al. 2008; Richards, 2011; Lalan,
2014; Murtaugh 1990; Dubey et al. 2011; Tiwari et al., 2012; Doty, 1992; Vijaykumar, 1995). This paper
examines psychological experiences of elderly living in one of a public sector aged care facilities in Lahore,
Pakistan. The study was designed with the objective to understand the experience of living in an old age
home. The findings provoke questions about the nexus between emotional well-being and mental health issues
of the residents. The residents were found vulnerable to become victim of depression and mental issues
because of extended emotional loneliness and lack of social support systems.
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INTRODUCTION

According to Pakistan’s law, a senior citizen is
the one who is aged 60 years and above (Qureshi
?). In developing countries like Pakistan
physical effects of aging starts even earlier due
to factors including malnourishment, poverty,
(Salahuddin & Jalbani, 2006) and stressful life
experiences. The elderly face a wide range of
traumatic  situations including loneliness,
(Salahuddin & Jalbani, 2006) loss and grief.
Apart from other aspects, there is an emotional
aspect of aging which entails attitudes, self-
perception (Ayranci and Ozdag, 2005;
Muhammad et al., 2009) and psychological
experiences about self and the world. Old age
offers varying [experiences and] meanings in
different societies while the aging process is also
not uniform for all individuals (Gulzar et al.,
2008). Interest in aged care facilities and well-

being of its residents is growing and contested in
the literature (Akbar et al. 2014; Gulzar et al.
2008; Richards, 2011; Lalan, 2014; Murtaugh
1990; Dubey et al. 2011; Tiwari et al., 2012;
Doty, 1992; Vijaykumar, 1995). However, for
countries in the global south, this is an emerging
field of interest, including Pakistan. According
to United Nations (2002) estimate, the
population in age group of 60 years and above in
Pakistan will increase from 5.8 percent in the
year 2000 to 7.3 percent in 2025 and almost
double, 12.4 percent in 2050. The country is not
adequately equipped to look after needs of the
aging population (Bhasin, 2011) and lacks
policy response. Living in Old age homes or
aged care facilities is contested and a highly-
debated topic in Pakistan given the fact that both
culture and religion expects the younger
generation to serve their elders in older age.
However social milieu is changed, at least for
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those trapped in the vicious circle of poverty.
Family structure is changing from joint to
nuclear. This transition calls for services for the
aged who are no more welcomed in their own
families. Public Sector Development Program
(PSDP) provide to establish public sector old
age homes to cater needs of poor and infirm.
(Salahuddin & Jalbani, 2006). Aged persons,
deciding to live in old age home in Pakistan are
in a disadvantaged position. They are
vulnerable, poor, isolated and generally living
without social support systems.

The study was designed with the objective to
understand the experience of living in an old age
home in Lahore. The specific research question
addressed in this paper is; What are the
psychological experience of the residents while
living in an old age home?

To answer such  question
methodology was adopted.

qualitative

THE METHOD

The study was conducted using qualitative
methodology. Data was collected using semi-
structured in-depth interviews and observations.
The sample was identified purposively. Old
people over the age of 60 years and living in an
aged care facility for more than a year were the
sample population. The residents comprised of
both male and female, so the sample also
consisted of a gender mix group of 20 elderly
living in the old age home; 14 male and 6
female. Male represented more in the group
because more male resides in the facility as
compared to their female counterparts.
Interviews were done in two stages; in first, data
relating to demographics and other aspects of the
study were collected. In second interview
information relating to psychological
experiences, and any information not covered in
the first interview was covered. Interviews were
transcribed and translated in English. Data was
analyzed thematically, and all the participants
were allocated participant number. The
researcher had worked in this home previously

and was aware of his insider position as a
researcher.

AAFIAT- OLD AGE HOME

This old age home was established with the
objective to provide shelter and home facility to
the elderly, with a specific focus on vulnerable
and poor. Aafit is a word having broad
meanings, however, in this context it can be
translated as comfort or wellbeing. The home
offers the residential facility to up to 50
individuals. They are provided boarding and
lodging facilities in the home. In one room,
according to the capacity, two or three elderly
are placed. Men and women reside in different
wings of the building. The residents follow a
structured routine for their day to day activities
which ranged from meals to resting times and
games to medical appointments. All facilities are
provided free of cost.

PsycHoLoOGICAL DIMENSION OF LIVING IN
AN OLD AGE HOME

The residents living in this home and under
study were generally poor and vulnerable. Their
disadvantaged status in society was driven by
factors like inability to work, poor health, lack
of income, and family attitude among others.
Participants belonged to different areas of the
country and had different cultural backgrounds.

The psychological dimension of experience was
found to be associated with factors like gender,
cultural background, previous financial position,
current support system, and extent of social
interaction. The participants were generally
emotional while talking about the psychological/
emotional dimension of their experience. They
were frail in emotional context as well. Extracts
from interviews are shared as part of qualitative
analysis. At the end of each verbatim gender,
participant number and their age are mentioned.
The following figure presents different themes
identified through analysis.
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Figurel. Psychological experiences of the Participants and various influencing factors

Cultural Factors

Although apparently different but in experiences
of the elderly two constructs were found to have
an association. All of the applicants, both male,
and female expressed a varying level of
psychological pressure and stress while applying
for and getting admission in the facility. Sources
of stress appeared to be mainly cultural

concerns, availability of vacancies and pressure.

All participants highlighted cultural concerns a
source of their stress in one way or another. For
men, psychological factors were comparatively
less intense in a cultural sense, as compared to
women. Participant 1 said something which
expressed not only her but of many others
agony;

‘I was so upset, at one hand [
had no other option then; to
leave home. At other hand, | had
strong concerns... really strong
concerns. You know in the
society, it is such a disgrace if
your son cannot look after you
in your older age. | did not want
this disgrace for myself or my
son.” (P1, female, 68)

In that particular culture, children and especially
‘the son’ is responsible for taking care of the
elders. People generally rely on next generation
for their look after because they become
economically inactive and mostly have spent
their earnings. The idea is not only embedded in
culture but also religious belief system of the
society. The act of sending parents to an old age
home is not socially welcomed idea because of
the said reasons and associates feeling of shame
for the elderly.

‘My son and daughter have
their own problems, so | cannot
stay with them. Such a shame- |
am disappointed and distressed!
I still feel concerned about what
people say about me living in an
old age home.’ P8, female, 62

The opinion of friends, relatives or community
had significance for P4. Since she belonged to
thick knit community where everyone knows
other person and his life, it concerned her what
people will say. In general, it is not a norm to
send parents to old age homes, and it becomes
even more problematic if the parent going to the
facility is a mother. Children are expected to
serve parent by all standards; social, cultural,
and religious.
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Most of them further explained another
dimension of their emotional and psychological
experience that is a feeling of failure.

‘I feel I have failed. My whole
life I was looking after my both
sons. | did everything to provide
for them. But at the end, they
have attained good social
status, but I am nowhere, I am
abandoned. They dont have
even a bed for me. I don't need a
lot.” (P9, Male, 70)

Again, this narrative also highlights cultural
perspective. Parents, in Pakistani culture, earn
and support their children until they complete
their education and in some instances, get
married. And as previously mentioned rely on
coming generation to look after and care for
them in old age. P9’s sentiment was not a rare
occurrence in the data. An overwhelming
majority related to this emotion.

You know I am a female, at this
stage of my life, I should be with
my children. When | die, they
should arrange for my funeral,
not the home. I don't want to
survive on welfare money.’ (P13,
female, 61)

Women experiences appeared as having more of
the negative impacts of living in old age facility
due to the social understanding of
inappropriateness of living there.

Applicants faced psychological pressure while
applying to the facility due to uncertainty since
there is limited space in the old age home. All
applicants shared this stress. They were not
certain if they will be able to secure a spot at the
facility. Females expressed a more sympathetic
attitude of the in-charge of the home who was
deciding authority in contrast to males.

Economic Factors

Financial ability was one of the dimensions of
their psychological experience. Almost all of

the applicants talked about having no money
to spend. They mentioned that on various
occasions like Eidi and other festivals they
receive some money as a gift. At sometimes
some philanthropist visits and distribute
money among them. Apart from these, they do
not mostly have money to spend. It was a
stronger concern for males as in the
comparison of females. Because women are
mostly economically dependent on a male in
the family, which can be a father, brother,
husband, or son. The majority of the women,
under study, had never been employed.
However, all the men in the cohort had been
earning in professions like a laborer, a street
hawker, rickshaw/taxi driver, butler, and
spiritual healer. In Pakistan, retirement age is
60 years, and after that time there are limited
employment opportunities left for such older
persons.

‘Well you know sometimes you
want to go outside the institute,
you cannot be confined.
However, you don't have money
for fare or to buy even a petty
thing like biscuits. | feel
disempowered.’ (P10, male, 68)

As mentioned in the introduction, the majority
of the elderly live in poverty or are vulnerable to
enter in the trap of poverty. The impact of
poverty is compounded by the emotional stress
an elderly face because of lack of financial
sources. The institution is already government
funded and free of cost so it cannot provide
some living allowance to its residents. Female
participants also mentioned that although needs
are fulfilled through the home, however, they
cannot buy anything if they need. The poverty
remains almost same except that they get food
and shelter.

Emotional Factors

Loneliness and isolation are identified in several
studies as a problem of aged people. In this case,
loneliness had become even more complex
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because these senior citizens were living in old
age home away from their homes. Most of them
stated that feeling of loneliness had been
aggravated since they have moved to the home.
On the contrary, three participants felt less
lonely after moving.

One of the participants aged 71, male, shared
that he had tried suicide because he was fed up
with a lonely life. Loneliness was explained in
various perspectives, P11 explained all the
aspects of his narrative;

‘I believe it is lonelier here, at
home | had my grandchildren,
and children of neighbors too.
But here | never see a child.
Back home | had my friends in
the community; we have lived
together since ever. In the
evening, we used to sit together
and chat endlessly, but here it is
different. Though | have some
friends but I dont feel
connected  here.  Everyone
prefers to live in his own world.’

(P11, male, 71)

In the home, older people mostly have the
company of little ones, and that provides an
informal care for both age groups. However, in
old age home, the only people they intermingle
with are the aged persons like them. People miss
their own old friends. Lack of social support
networks in such homes also make older people
feel more lonely. Although they make friends,
but the sense of connectedness lacks because
they were not old friends.

Participant 15 explained another aspect;

‘Now I understood why they say
that man is born alone. When 1
was able-bodied, | had the
whole world around me. Now |
need company, and no one is
here. Not even my very dear and
close ones.” (P15, male, 66)

P6 further added:;

‘This solitude is my life now.
That time is gone when | was
young and had  goals.
Sometimes | feel my previous
life was a dream. | have no goal
no aim to live I am just waiting
for the final day. | have no
purpose of life.” (P6, male, 62)

Feelings of loneliness are not only nested in the
feeling of being alone, or being away from own
blood relations; these were also deeply rooted in
the feeling of lack of purpose in life. In the past
they had busy, full lives but now it is opposite
situation. No aim for life and passing days while
waiting for destiny. A sense of depression was
found in most accounts. Their accounts also
reflect not only isolation and loneliness but also
a strong feeling of neglect by their families.

CONCLUSION

Culture and norms of the society do not
appreciate such facilities however changing
pattern of the society has shown increased
demand for such homes. There is a clear shift
from the joint family system, where family
played the role of many social institutions, to a
nuclear family system where specialized
services in the society are required. Their
experiences are complex and are strongly
impacted by factors like cultural perspective, the
attitude of family, financial wellbeing. The study
shows that this significant caveat needs the
attention of the society as it is under-researched
area in Pakistan. The society is in a transitional
phase, moving from joint family system to the
nuclear family system. This transition has
impacted the aging population negatively. They
are also in the transition phase; these elderly
people had evidenced a different culture and
family system in which senior citizens were the
responsibility of ‘the family’. However, for them
the situation is changed, nuclear family norm
increased, and they are sent to old age homes,
which was a major dilemma for them. Their
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psychological and emotional experiences are
largely related to and impacted by this transition
in the society and change in the family system.
there are other contributing factors as well like
aged persons do not have economic
opportunities, so they cannot work as active
members of the society and lack financial
capability. Keeping in view needs of changing
time extended and modern aged care facilities
are also required with an effort to de-stigmatize
them.
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