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Family History
My paternal grandmother, Lee Dong Chan, was born in 1930 and was married by 18
to my grandfather who passed away at a young age. She raised her 6 children as a
young widow during a time where women in Korea were of lower status and often
vulnerable without a male family head. Moreover, she lived during a time of poverty
and even endured a bitter period of Japanese colonial occupation. Despite these
circumstances, what was her biggest adversity became her biggest triumph. Today,
my grandma is the backbone to two subsequent generations of numerous
grandchildren and great-grandchildren. Despite a patriarchal society Korea
continues to be, she is held at high esteem for her strength and unwavering
commitment to our family. Until recently, she has devoted her life to protecting and
preserving our traditional family home (hanok) which has now become a
government protected heritage house and a cultural landmark of Hamyang County.
Reaching her 90th birthday this year, with much deliberation she has relocated to a
nursing home due to a worsening physical condition. This proves to be a huge
transition in her life as she has always been defined and commended for her level of
independence and active lifestyle.

Ageing & Identity
Despite the intersection of the various social locations of my grandma that could have
disadvantaged her - a widow, woman, uneducated, historical colonial oppression the cultural obligation of providing care for her family was not left unrecognized but
rather reinforced her sense of identity. Rozario & Derienzis (2009) share the symbolic
interactionist theory which describes that "identities (both social and personal) are
constructed within a system of social interactions where meanings are contextually
based and culturally bound (p. 540-541). My grandma's age, class, gender all
contribute to undermine her status in Korean society however, in her personal life,
these aspects have gained her a larger amount of respect that in turn has became a
source of pride and meaning. Recently, I have witnessed how her increasing physical
and mental limitations from age has affected the continuation of her identity. This
may be because "the process of identity (re)construction might be affected by the
presence of chronic conditions because identity is physically situated and shaped by
the capabilities, limitations and activities of the body" (p. 541). With my grandma's
chronic health condition, she was unable to carry out her daily routine of gardening,
cooking and cleaning which served as symbols of her independence. With the
transition to the nursing home and having to rely on others more heavily, there was a
sense of re-organization of how she defined herself to an 'ageless self' as identified by
Rozario & Derienzis. The ageless self refers to seeing internal consistency. For my
grandma, this was the process of seeing herself beyond the physical to her intrinsic
qualities, capabilities and strengths that are equally as valuable to us.

Our family hanok (traditional Korean house) in Hamyang County, South Korea

Cultural & Social Context
Korean culture is known for its hierachical social structure and therefore, the
older you are, the higher level of respect and status you are due. Stemming from
these cultural traditions and values, the elderly in Korea are often provided a
satisfactory level of services and benefits from the state. In addition, Korea follows
closely the intergenerational solidarity theory that Dolbin-MacNab & Yancura
(2018; 2017) introduce as intergenerational bonds that is influenced by numerous
variables, including resource sharing and norms of familism. As described by this
theory, my grandma has raised many of her grandchildren which has benefited
our family with a strong continuity of family identity, better opportunities of
education and employment for the adult children and financial security for my
grandma. These intergenerational transfers are commonplace in Korea and as
Dolbin-MacNab & Yancura finds, it is true that typically grandmothers are the
ones who carry out this duty due to cultural expectations. Despite a more reverent
status the elderly holds in Korean society, it is important to note that the elderly
can still be viewed as less attractive, intelligent and productive, making space for
age-related discrimination (Azulai, 2014). In particular, Korea is known for a strict
beauty standard and as a collectivistic society, youthfulness has become an
increasingly widespread value. Moreover, due to the low birth rate of the present
generation coupled with a growing elderly population, similar crisis-oriented
sentiments towards the burden of the health and social care services applied to
Baby Boomers in North America is evident in Korean public discourse as of recent.

Practice Implications
Age is not a biological given but it is socially constructed (Azulai, 2014). We attribute
meaning to age whether that be positive or negative. While reflecting on my
personal ancestry, I recognize I have internalized many cultural values and ideals
about ageing. One particular tradition I carry is the respect of elders I hold dearly
and practice in my family life. For this I am grateful and hope to carry this in practice
within a Western context where the elderly can face disrespect in forms of neglect
and abuse. However, I also recognize that I am prone to view the elderly as frail and
even question their autonomy. I recognize this in myself when I reflect on the desire I
held for a faster transition of my grandma to be in full-time care, even when my
grandma was in opposition. Although I respected her opinion, I couldn't help but feel
that our family could fulfill her best interests better. I realize that this is the space
that ageism can seep through. Azulai (2014) describes that ageism's detriment is
that it can "rob people of important life opportunities that are essential for achieving
life goals" (p. 3). My 'life goal' for my grandma was her physical safety however, I was
unable to recognize an even more important 'life goal' of hers was her identity and
legacy. In social work practice, I hope to not homogenize the identities of those of old
age and instead, value their unique life goals that they define for themselves and
promote their dignity. Azulai asserts that it is "crucial that social workers question
their attitudes toward the aging" (p. 10). My experiences with my grandma highlight
the importance of self-reflection and in doing so, recognize the intrinsic value and
status of older adults.
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