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SELF CARE OF ELDERLY MUSLIMS: AN EVIDENCE FROM ONE COMMUNITY IN
BANGKOK METROPOLITAN

WANNAPA AREE 5136864 LCCU/M
M. A. (CULTURE AND DEVELOPMENT)

THESIS ADVISORY COMMITTEE: KWANCHIT SASIWONGSAROT, Ph.D., SAOWAPA
PORNSIRIPHONGSE, Ph.D., AREE CHEMPAKLAY, Ph.D.

ABSTRACT

This mixed methods research aims to (1) investigate the physical and mental
health as well as the daily activities of elderly Muslims, and (2) explore the role of the Islamic
religion on self-care practices of elderly Muslims at the individual, family and community
level. The data was obtained from 130 elderly Muslims aged 60 years and over residing in one
Muslim community in the Bangkok Metropolitan, and other key informants including family
members, community leaders, and religious leaders.

The proportion of female elderly was greater than male elderly with a ratio of six
to four. Most of participants were in the age range 60-69 (53%) over a half of them continued
to work (64.9%). Results from the health survey revealed that the majority of elderly Muslims
were able to perform daily activities on their own. However, there was 32.3% of elderly were
considered obese and most of elderly reported of having at least one type of chronic disease
such as hypertension and diabetes. Hypertension was the most common among the elderly
(39.2%). Depressive symptoms screening showed that mental health status of most elderly
Muslims was normal (94.6%). In addition, this study found that religion had an impact on the
self-care practices at all levels. Elderly individuals used religious principles to take care of
their mental health and personal hygiene. Religious teachings also played important roles for
family and community members in taking care for the elderly. However, the research found
certain behaviors that did not conform to the Islamic teachings such as smoking, drinking
alcohol, and lack of exercise. This kind of behavior may partly regarded as causes of the
health problems among the elderly. Moreover, consumption behavior of elderly Muslims
concerned only with halal signs, regardless of the religious teachings on appropriate food
consumption.

As Islamic teachings are concordant with physical, mental, and social well-being
of the elderly, it is worthiness to apply religious teachings to self care practices for elderly
Muslims.

KEY WORDS: SELF CARE/ ELDERLY / RELIGION / MUSLIM / URBAN COMMUNITY
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SELF CARE OF ELDERLY MUSLIMS: AN EVIDENCE FROM ONE COMMUNITY
IN BANGKOK METROPOLITAN

WANNAPA AREE 5136864 LCCU/M

M. A. (CULTURE AND DEVELOPMENT)

THESIS ADVISORY COMMITTEE: KWANCHIT SASIWONGSAROT,
Ph.D.,.SAOWAPA PORNSIRIPHONGSE, Ph.D., AREE CHEMPAKLAY, Ph.D.

EXTENDED SUMMARY

Statement of the problem

According to the 2011 Survey of Elderly in Thailand, the elderly
population constantly rose from 6.8 percent in 1994 to 12.2 percent in 2011, indicating
that Thailand has now officially regarded as an “aging society”. The 2005-2035
population projections by the Institute for Population and Social Research at Mahidol
University show that while the population growth rate is declining, the proportion of
elderly in Thailand has been increasing dramatically from 10.3 percent to 25.1 percent
(Patama Vapattanawong and Pramote Prasartkul, 2010). Population aging is a global
concern due to the higher elderly dependency ratio. Moreover, elderly persons overall
experience physical decline and chronic diseases such as hypertension, diabetes, heart
disease, cancer, paralysis, including emotional health issues such as depression and
exhaustion (National Statistic Office, 2011).

Thailand is a culturally diverse nation with over 60 different ethnic groups,
including Muslims whose way of life differs from the majority population of Buddhists
(Suwilai Premsrirat, 2002). According to the survey of elderly Muslims in 2000, elderly
Muslims account for 7.7 percent of the population and the figure is projected to increase as a
result of their substantially higher fertility rate (Health Promotion Programme for the Thai

Muslim,2000). This consequently leads to a rise in elderly dependency ratio. In response,
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Thailand has become more attentive in the preparation of support for aging-related issues.
Nevertheless, previous education concerning the elderly provided only an overview of the
situation. As a result, elderly in different ethnic groups continue to receive little attention.
Moreover, differences in culture create differences in the perspectives, values, beliefs, and
behavior of people. Religion is indeed a type of culture that influences thought and action of
those who practice and can thus positively and negatively affect health (Lee and Newberg,
2005).

This study investigates the health situation in relation to self-care practices of
elderly Muslims in an urban community of Bangkok. Even though elderly Muslims share
same religious practices, the different surroundings have affected their health differently in
terms of their adherence to religious belief and their economic status, which is unlike those
of Muslims in the south of Thailand for instance. Therefore it is necessary to explore the role
of Islam in the self-care practices of elderly Muslims in order to properly understand their
problems and needs. At the same time, the living environment, social context, and strict
adherence to religious beliefs can be used as tools in promoting self-dependent health care
of the elderly in the future.

Objectives

1. to investigate the health conditions of elderly Muslims in an urban
community, specifically in the aspect of physical, emotional and capacity to conduct
daily activities.

2. to examine self-care practices of the elderly at the personal, family and
community level in Muslim society in a metropolitan area.

3. to explore the effect of Islam in the self-care practices of elderly

Muslims residing in a metropolitan area.

Research methodology

This mixed-methods research examines the self-care practices of a
particular cultural group, combining qualitative and quantitative approaches. The
study presents a case study of a Muslim community in Bangkok metropolitan area
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with religious affiliations that reflect on the Muslim way of life. Data on self-care
practices and health status were obtained from the health survey of elderly Muslims
between April 2010 and May 2011. In the qualitative phase, data was drawn from
other key informants including family members, community leaders, and religious
leaders from July 2011 to March 2012,

Data is collected through survey method and assessed through the
Barthel ADL Index of the Institute of Geriatric Medicine, Department of Medical
Services, Ministry of Public Health. Further data is also obtained in the form of in-

depth interview, observation with participation, and analysis of documents.

Results

The data was obtained from 130 elderly Muslims comprised of more
elderly females than elderly males by a ratio of 6:4, where 53.8 percent were in their
young-old age (60 — 69 years), 33.8 percent in their middle-old age (70 — 79 years),
and 12.4 percent in the old-old age (80 years and above). In terms of employment,
29.2 percent of elderly Muslims had their own businesses, 20.0 percent worked as
employees such as cleaning employees in private companies, 17.7 percent were
employees of state agencies such as community health volunteers for elderly Muslims
within the same community, and 33.1 percent were not working.

In terms of health status, the body mass index (BMI) revealed that 32.3
percent of elderly Muslims are classified as obese, with at least one underlying disease
including high blood pressure (39.2 percent), osteoarthritis (29.2 percent) and diabetes
(24.6 percent). Regarding mental health, 94.6 percent of elderly Muslims are not
depressed, showing positive signs of stable emotional state. Moreover, most of them
are capable of performing activities on their own without requiring assistance, with the
exception however of five elderly Muslims with paralysis and disabilities. Furthermore,
elderly Muslims evaluate their health positively, which contradicts the results of the
health survey. They view underlying diseases as relatively normal as they are still able
to live without burdening their families.
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Health care of elderly Muslims at the personal level

In terms of exercise habits, 46.2 percent of elderly Muslims in urban
community exercise less than 3 days per week, while 38.5 percent, especially the old-
old age group, do not exercise at all. The major reason given behind the low exercise
rate was the lack of time caused by employment and the low importance given to
exercise in general. Nonetheless, there are activities organized in the community for
health promotion such as aerobic dancing. Certain of these activities are however
unsuitable for the elderly and for the Muslim traditions, therefore the activities
attracted a small turnout. It has further been found that elderly Muslims, particularly
the young-old age group, have health risk behaviors such as smoking during Jummah
(Friday) prayers. Additionally, alcohol consumption among the young-old age group
occurs occasionally, usually among friends influenced at social gatherings. Regardless
of the awareness that alcohol consumption is against religious principles, the idea that
sometimes attending social events is acceptable paves the way for exceptional
behaviour.

Concerning food consumption behavior, over half of elderly Muslims in
the urban community are obese and have underlying diseases such as diabetes, high
cholesterol, high blood pressure, and osteoarthritis and this finding correlates with
results from the survey. In terms of daily meals, elderly Muslims usually purchase
food from Halal stores. The community has a variety of restaurants that aim at serving
convenient and fast dishes such as soups, salads, curry, fried dishes, and one-dish
meals. Consequently, there is a decrease in home cooking among the young-old and
the middle-old age group of elderly Muslims who work. As a result, flexibility in the
choice of food is necessary. Since Halal restaurants may not always be available, the
alternatives can either be to purchase types of food that are not forbidden by religious
principles or to purchase food from Muslims vendors. Nonetheless, it is worth noting
that eating food from outside or purchasing ingredients for home cooking rests upon
personal judgment.

Regarding annual health checks, some elderly Muslims in the urban
community choose not to undergo such checks due to unavoidable circumstances such
as work. Unless they are sick, health checks are rare among those elderly who do not

have underlying diseases. Whereas those with higher standards of living are taken to
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private hospitals by their families. Health checks are in fact provided on a three-month
basis by the district’s public health officer and comprises basic checks including blood
pressure monitoring, blood glucose monitoring, cholesterol blood test, periodontal
(gum) and dental examination, and eye and ear check. There is a private clinic in the
community and a number of private hospitals within short distance. Nonetheless,
elderly Muslims give little importance to annual health checks mainly because they
view themselves as healthy and if necessary, they can always visit a nearby health
service center.

The mental health of elderly Muslims in the urban community is at a good
level, due largely to the care received from family members. Urban lifestyle affects
social interaction, especially between family members who have different workplaces.
However, various outdoor activities prevent the elderly from feeling lonely at home,
even if it consists of simply taking a walk. Even those with underlying disease have a

strong will to fight and are not worried about advanced age.

Discussion

This study focuses on the role and impact of religion on the elderly self-care
behavior at personal, family and community levels while exploring the impact of urban
lifestyle on Islamic beliefs and on the manner of self-care practices. In this study, the
majority of residents of the urban community are Muslims, while a few are Buddhists.
The lifestyle of a Muslim in an urban community is like that any other urban resident.
Muslims maintain their religious faith and teachings in leading their daily lives.
Although urban social trends have played a role in reducing the degree of religious
practices, Islam allows for the merging of prayer obligations if circumstances dictate.
This is made possible with the mosque at the center of the community and the Imam,
having the most important role as a religious guide with knowledge of Islamic

teachings.
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The majority of elderly Muslims in the metropolitan area are capable of
performing daily activities. Similar to other elderly, over half of elderly Muslims with
underlying disease continue to work. Although the urban lifestyle has affected the
practice of religious activities, elderly Muslims do maintain their faith and respect for
religious teachings. However, this study reveals many aspects of health care that do
not correspond with the religious principles and contribute to the health problems of
elderly Muslims.

(2) In terms of smoking and drinking habits among the later generations of
elderly Muslims, cigarettes and alcohol are addictive substances that can cause chronic
diseases such as pulmonary disease and heart disease. In order to reduce health risk
behavior, related agencies should engage religious teachings in raising awareness of
health for pre-aging adults and elderly Muslims.

(2) Elderly Muslims in general rarely exercise because they do not value
its importance. Those who work do not have the time to exercise and prefer to rest
after arriving home. However, they would give more attention to exercise if they
understood its benefits and were aware of religious teachings supporting the
maintenance of good health. Another reason for the low exercise rate among the
elderly concerns religious conditions. The community lacks separate private exercise
areas for males and for females. Moreover, the focus should be on the exercise
movements instead of the music (as music is forbidden in Islam). However, many
elderly Muslims regard such exercises as more suitable for the younger generations.
This does not mean that religious teachings contradict health promotion in the area of
exercise, it is rather that the exercise activities themselves did not sufficiently meet the
conditions of the religion. Adjustments between the two will greatly help encourage
health promotion for elderly Muslims.

(3) Urban lifestyle can have a significant impact on the food consumption
behavior of elderly Muslims. Those who work consume fast and convenientce food
from halal stores. There is little focus in the religious teachings on eating adequate
proportions of nutritious food. According to the survey, elderly Muslims who work are
generally overweight to the point of obesity. Additionally, those who are obese suffer
from underlying diseases such as diabetes, dyslipidemia and hypertension more than

do those of average weight. Therefore it is crucial that health promotion encourages
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appropriate eating habits, in accordance with religious principles through the guidance
of highly respected Imam.

(4) Elderly Muslims give little importance to annual health checks mainly
because they regard themselves as healthy. They generally purchase medicine when
they feel unwell. They do however resort to health service centers when their
condition turns critical. In their opinion, health checks are unnecessary unless one is ill
or is unable to perform daily activities. This illustrates that they are insufficiently
aware of the importance of health checks and sickness prevention. According to
Islamic teachings, it is the responsibility of every Muslim to protect and maintain a
healthy lifestyle (Thai Muslim Medical Association, 2007). However, the convenience
of living near health service centers has caused the elderly to neglect health checks
that would have screened out diseases and potential health problems. It is therefore
important to promote health protection in order to improve healthy habits in lifestyle.

(5) According to the findings, integrating religious principles with health
care will create positive mental health outcomes in the elderly. While praying can be a
form of physical exercise, religious practices like the Zakat (donation) and
participating in the Hajj can lead to receiving honor and respect from the people in the
community. These practices consequently create positive impacts on mental health of
elderly Muslims and should therefore be maintained in Muslim communities as a way

to promote the mental health of the elderly.

Recommendations

Many religious practices are solutions for elderly health promotion.
Elderly self-care would be positively affected by engaging religious principles into
daily life. While those elderly who distance themselves from religious principles are
more likely to be less healthy, health promotion can be achieved with appropriate
consumption behavior campaigns through the highly respected Imam including health
exercise campaigns that conform to the practices of the Muslim community, and that
build awareness of supporting religious teachings in order to reduce disease-prone

behavior of the elderly and the pre-elderly adults. Furthermore, religious activities that
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have positive mental health impact on elderly Muslims should be maintained as a path
towards enhancing good mental health for the elderly.
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