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ABSTRACT 
 

This study compared families of Filipino adult children from varied income levels 

that function with and without a family member working overseas. The focus of our 

study draws a comparison in terms of their levels of anxiety, symptomatology, and how 

the family functions. Results indicate a significant interaction effect, overseas working 

status x income levels on participants’ anxiety and symptomatology. Families with the 

lowest and highest incomes have lower anxiety and symptomatology, while middle 

income families experience higher anxiety and symptomatology, when a family member 

works overseas. In terms of how well the family functions, conflict within the family was 

significantly higher when the mother was working overseas and expressiveness within 

the family was significantly higher with female participants.  

 

Keywords: Counseling Filipino families, Families of overseas worker, Socio-economic 

status, Symptomatology, Anxiety 

 

 

Overseas workers, also known in the Philippines as “modern day heroes” (Depasupil, 

2005), help to fend off the national state of poverty by leaving all that they know to go out in 
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search of resources and opportunities not available in their homeland (Depasupil, 2005; 

Suarez-Orozco, Todorova, & Louie, 2002). Ten million Filipino people, 11% of the country’s 

total population, leave the Philippines and work in approximately 194 countries and territories 

around the globe (Go, 1998). In fact, the Philippine government has enacted an official policy 

for Filipino laborers touting overseas destinations as a solution to the very high levels of 

unemployment (7.1% in 2009) and underemployment (19.4% in 2009, National Statistics 

Office, Republic of Philippines, 2010) and as a means for drawing foreign currency to the 

country (Abrera-Mangahas, 1998).  

Working overseas has been invaluable to the Philippine economy in general and to the 

finances of the worker’s families; in particular, as 9 to 15 million or 15 to 25% of the 

country’s population has some form of dependence on income from abroad (Jackson, 1990). 

However, despite this fact, Filipino workers that go overseas are understudied and 

investigations on the consequences to the families, from the perspective of those left behind, 

are scant. Based on the fact that the Philippines has become one of the main exporters of 

migrant labor (Carlos, 2002), this study will look into the consequences of having a member 

leave the country in order to provide for the family.  

This study compared adult children with a family member overseas to those without a 

family member overseas to reveal their levels of trait anxiety and symptomatology, with 

consideration as to their reported income levels. For those with a family member working 

overseas, the study further analyzed the impact on how the family functions depending upon 

the familial role of the family member abroad (mother, father, sibling), and depending on the 

gender of the participant.  

 

 

ECONOMIC GAIN DUE TO OVERSEAS WORK  
 

It is obvious and not negligible that the first and foremost benefit for those that work 

overseas is the economic gain. For instance, in 2005 alone, overseas workers provided 15.8% 

of the Philippines’ gross national product and sent an estimated $12 billion in remittance 

(Gima, 2006). In 2008, remittance of overseas workers has increased to $16 billion (National 

Statistics Office, 2010). Because 40% (about 32 M) of the Philippine population are poor 

(National Statistics Office, 2000), the economic benefit of working overseas has 

understandably been the focus of most studies (e.g., Paz Cruz, 1987).  

A study by Tuason (2008) on Philippine poverty found that a resource for jumping into a 

different social class was to leave an impoverished country to live or work in another nation 

that afforded more resources. Given the prevalence of poverty in the Philippines and its effect 

on the mental health of the country’s citizens (Conde, 2004), it is possible that because 

working overseas is an attempt to elevate the family’s income, family members’ anxiety and 

symptomatology may consequently be lessened.  

An influx of material resources or money into the country from overseas workers could 

have a positive impact on individual health and how the family functions. The significant 

impact of 10 million individuals who leave their families behind, however, cannot be 

understood solely by looking at the single dimension of its economic impact.  
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CONSEQUENCES RESULTING FROM OVERSEAS WORK  
 

Researchers (e.g., Morada, 2001) have described the households left behind by overseas 

Filipino workers in terms of demographic characteristics such as type and size of households, 

age, education level, and employment, but they did not dwell on the psychological impact on 

the families. There is research that investigates the impact of working overseas (e.g., Smits, 

Mulder, & Hooimeijer, 2003), mental health (e.g., Tuekpe, Todoriki, Zeng, Kouadio, & 

Ariizumi, 2006), costs to families (e.g., Silvey, 2006), ways of coping (e.g., Zontini, 2004), 

and experiences in their host and home countries (e.g., Constable, 1999) but, extensively, this 

research is from the perspective of the overseas workers themselves. Although there are 

studies that look into the impact of working overseas from the perspective of the family 

members left behind (e.g., Asis, 2006; Battistella & Conaco, 1998; Parreñas, 2005), there 

have not been nearly enough.  

Though studies investigated the impact of employment overseas on Filipino children at 

the elementary school level (Battistella & Conaco, 1998) and on adolescents (Asis, 2006), 

these studies have yielded contradicting results as to whether labor migration has been 

disruptive to the children’s emotional health, school performance, and social development. 

However, these studies did not account for the economic benefit that working overseas 

includes. Thus, although there has been focus on the increased income due to employment 

overseas and on the consequences there of; the two variables of working overseas and income 

levels, and their possible interplay have never been studied in combination with regard to 

anxiety and symptomatology.  

 

Hypothesis #1. There will be an interaction effect regarding income levels and the status 

of working overseas on adult children’s levels of anxiety.  

In addition to the impact of working overseas on mental health (Tuekpe et al., 2006), low 

income in early childhood has also been shown to increase the likelihood of anxiety and other 

symptoms in adolescence (Smith, Brooks-Gunn, & Klebanov, 1997; Spence, Najman, Bor, 

O’Callaghan, & Williams, 2002). Conversely, it has been shown that elevation in income 

levels yields positive results for the children in the family, specifically, reports of lower 

symptomatology and anxiety (Hindin & Adair, 2002). Because anxiety has been established 

in previous studies as an influence in working overseas and evaluated separately from income 

levels; now anxiety will be measured in the co-occurrence of employment overseas and 

income levels. This study focuses on the interaction of income levels and working overseas 

and how it pertains to anxiety. Liu et al. (2004) similarly advised using social class in 

intentional and meaningful ways.  

 

Hypothesis #2. There will be an interaction effect regarding income levels and the status 

of working overseas on adult children’s levels of symptomatology. 

It has been shown that the absence of a parent can also increase symptomatology in 

children. Garasky and Stewart (2007) found that children whose fathers are absent from the 

household have increased incidence of food insecurity. Some researchers (e.g., Fairclough, 

1995; Tomas, 1999) discussed the social costs of working overseas for the families, such as 

strained relationships, fragmented households, single-parent arrangements, and juvenile 

delinquency. This study will investigate the overall distress level, psychological and somatic 
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symptomatology of a socio-economic benefit from a family member’s transnational work in 

concert with the effects resulting from his or her ensuing absence.  

 

Hypothesis #3. Among families that have an overseas worker, the gender of the 

respondent and the familial role of the worker (mother, father, or sibling) will have an effect 

on how the family functions. 

Researchers (Suarez-Orozco et al., 2002) have only begun to describe the consequences 

of transnational motherhood and fatherhood on families. Additionally, this previous research 

(e.g., Suarez-Orozco et al., 2002) gathered empirical data only from the perspective of the 

parent overseas, and neglected the perspective of those left behind. A familial role’s impact, 

that of the sibling who is overseas, has also been neglected in research.  

An understanding of culturally sanctioned familial roles is crucial when considering the 

impact this has on the dynamics of a family that has a member who works overseas. 

Philippine culture is characterized by feelings of warmth and belongingness to family and 

value commitment and deep connection in relationships with others or pakikipag-kapwa 

(Enriquez, 1977). Because of the culture’s focus on family relationships, it is not uncommon 

for parents to pay for their children’s college education, nor is it uncommon for an older 

sibling to work overseas and support the family financially. The impact of working overseas 

by the mother, father or sibling on family members, even when they are adults, is therefore 

not negligible.  

Parreñas (2005) defined overseas mothering as having adapted to the distance of time and 

space – still faithful to the role of mother, despite feelings of helplessness, regret, and guilt. 

Mothers, therefore, were expected to be the long-distance source of financial support, while 

simultaneously remaining the main emotional support for the family (Ohara-Hirano, 2000). 

Additional support for distinct gender roles was discussed by Hofstede (2001). In his study, 

the Philippines tied with another country with a rank of 11 out of 53 countries and regions 

when analyzing masculinity; meaning that the Philippine culture has distinct gender roles that 

include assertiveness and a focus on material success for men, and modesty and concern over 

quality of life, for women.  

Given the Philippine culture’s recognition of clear gender roles and the struggle for 

mothers working overseas to maintain their primary roles in the family, we are hypothesizing 

that the mother’s absence would have the greatest impact on family functioning, and the 

female respondent would perceive this family functioning differently. 

 

 

METHOD 
 

Participants 
 

A methodological constraint mentioned in the survey studies by Battistella and Conaco 

(1998) discussed that the child’s cognitive level may limit their understanding and their 

ability to express themselves. This current study, therefore, investigates adult children, who 

are assumed to have more of the cognitive ability to reflect on their experience of having an 

immediate family member (father, mother, sibling) working overseas. 
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The following study included 159 Filipino university students (81 women, 78 men) from 

two different universities, University of Baguio and Saint Louis University, both located in 

northern Luzon, Philippines. Of the 200 students in four classes who were given surveys, 

79.5% were returned. All surveys were in English and required a 6
th

 grade reading level, and 

only those comfortable responding in English took part in the study. Most Filipinos speak 

English fluently and consider themselves bilingual (Roces & Roces, 1985). English is the 

mode of instruction in both universities surveyed, thus the questionnaires did not require 

translation. All of the participants self-identified as Filipino and as Christian. Participants’ 

ages ranged from 18 to 29 years with a mean age of 19.6 years (SD = 3.3).  

Eighty-eight participants (55.3%) had a member of their family of origin working 

overseas and 71 did not. Eighty-one of those participants (92%) with family overseas reported 

that the transnational worker gave the family financial help. Twenty-seven participants 

(30.7%) had a mother overseas, 25 (28.4%) had a father overseas, 21 (23.9%) had a sibling 

overseas, 8 (9.1%) participants reported having both their mother and father overseas, 1 

participant had a father and sibling overseas, and another 1 has a mother, father, and sibling 

overseas.  

The mean family income per month was P 20,000 - 29,000 Philippine Pesos, which is 

also the middle income category (level 3) out of the five income categories. The number of 

individuals in each reported category of income, are as follows: n = 40 for category 1 (P 1 - 

9,999 or $1 - 250 U.S.); n = 31 for category 2 (P 10,000 - 19,999 or $251 - 500); n = 26 for 

category 3 (P 20,000 - 29,999 or $501 - 750); n = 22 for category 4 (P 30,000 - 39,999 or 

$751 - 1000); n = 29 for category 5 (P 40,000 and up or $1000+). The participants also 

reported a mean of 5.2 (SD = 1.5) on a subjective indicator of their family’s socio-economic 

level, a Likert-type scale of 1 - 10 (1= being very poor and 10 = being very rich). This 

indicated that individuals’ perceptions of their socio-economic levels coincided with the 

objective index of their actual monthly family income.  

 

 

Research Design 
 

This study was a 2 x 5 design with overseas working status (overseas worker, no overseas 

worker) as one independent variable and income level (five SES levels based on income) as 

the second independent variable. Dependent variables were anxiety and symptomatology. The 

second part of the study was a 3 x 2 design with the familial role of the overseas worker 

(mother, father, sibling) as one independent variable and gender of the respondent (male, 

female) as the second variable. The dependent variable was the relationship dimension of how 

the family functions, which was measured by the three subscales of conflict, expressiveness, 

and cohesion.  

 

 

Measures 
 

The State-Trait Anxiety Inventory-Trait (STAI-T; Spielberger, 1983) 

The STAI-T is a 20-item self-report inventory consisting of statements designed to assess 

trait anxiety in adults. The developer defined trait anxiety as “relatively stable and refers to a 
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general tendency to respond with anxiety to perceived threats in the environment” 

(Spielberger, p. 27). Participants rated statements on a Likert scale from 1 = almost never to 4 

= almost always. The trait anxiety score ranged from 20 - 80, with a higher score reflecting 

more anxiety. The STAI-T’s reliability coefficients ranged from .65 to .86 (Spielberger). In 

the present study, the STAI-T’s internal consistency score was α = .83, indicating adequate 

reliability. 

 

Symptom Checklist-90-R (SCL-90-R; Derogatis, 1994) 

Symptomatology was assessed using the SCL-90-R, a 90-item self-report inventory that 

portrays both psychological and somatic complaints. Respondents rated each item in terms of 

the degree of distress experienced during the past 7 days on 5-point scales ranging from 0 = 

not at all to 4 = extremely. Symptomatology was assessed using the Global Severity Index 

(GSI), which is the best single summary measure for number and intensity of psychological 

and somatic distress (Derogatis, 1994). The internal consistency coefficients of SCL-90-R’s 

nine subscales and three global measures ranged from .81 to .92 (Derogatis, 1994). In this 

study, the internal consistency of the GSI is high, α = .97.  

 

Family Environment Scale III – Real Form (FES-III-R; Moos & Moos, 1994) 

The FES-III-R, a 90-item self-report true/false format, is used to measure adult children’s 

experiences of their current family environment, which is conceptualized in three dimensions: 

relationship, personal growth, and system maintenance. For the current study, only the 

relationship dimension was assessed with the three subscales of cohesion, expressiveness, and 

conflict. According to the instrument’s manual, intercorrelations among the 10 subscales 

range from -.53 to .45 and internal reliability estimates range from .61 to .78; this suggests 

that each scale is measuring a distinct attribute of family environment with reasonable 

consistency (Moos & Moos, 1994). In this study, intercorrelations for cohesion, 

expressiveness, and conflict are .04, .28, and -.38, and α coefficients are .60, .20, and .26, 

respectively. A limitation worth noting is that expressiveness and conflict subscales are less 

reliable than cohesion.  

 

Demographic Questionnaire 

Social and environmental characteristics of the participants’ families were surveyed using 

a demographic questionnaire. The demographic questionnaire included information such as 

who was abroad, who was living in the home, monthly income, and a Likert-type scale on 

their perception of the family’s socio-economic level.  

 

 

Procedure 
 

Participants were recruited from various classes (e.g., nursing, physical therapy, 

psychology, and communication) at two universities in the Philippines. All participants were 

informed that the purpose of the study was to explore the similarities and differences between 

families with an overseas worker and those without. Informed consent was obtained, 

resources for personal counseling were given, and contact information for the principal 

researcher was provided. The participants then responded to the four randomly-ordered 
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questionnaires, FES-III-R, STAI-T, SCL-90-R, and the demographic form which were 

completed in 40 - 50 minutes. The inventories were scored and encoded in the Statistical 

Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS).  

 

 

RESULTS 
 

In terms of demographics and characteristics of families (e.g., age, income level, and 

subjective indicator of socio-economic levels), those who had transnational workers did not 

significantly differ from families who did not have a family member working abroad, except 

in number of children in the family. Independent samples t-tests showed that the families who 

had transnational workers (M = 2.89, SD = 1.45) did not significantly differ from those 

families who did not have transnational workers (M = 2.67, SD = 1.52) in income levels, 

t(146)= .91, p > .05.  

Families with a transnational worker had significantly fewer children (M = 4.18, SD = 

1.70)) than families without a transnational worker (M = 5.13, SD = 2.44), t(151)= 2.83, p < 

.01. We did not include number of children as a possible covariate in further analyses, 

because it did not correlate significantly with anxiety, r = -.08, p = .34, and symptomatology, 

r = .09, p = .24.  

A two-way between groups multivariate analysis of variance was performed to examine 

the effects of overseas worker family member and income level on individual functioning. 

Measures of trait anxiety and symptomatology served as dependent variables in 2 (with or 

without a family member working overseas) × 5 (five income levels) MANOVA. There was a 

statistically significant interaction effect of overseas worker status and income levels on the 

combined dependent variables: F(8, 274) = 1.98, p < .05, Wilks’ Lambda = .89, η
2
 = .05. 

Additionally, there was a statistically significant effect of five income levels on the combined 

dependent variables: F(8, 274) = 2.10, p < .05, Wilks’ Lambda = .89, η
2
 = .06. There was no 

statistically significant effect of overseas worker status on the combined dependent variables: 

F(2, 137) = 2.38, p = .10, Wilks’ Lambda = .97, η
2 

= .03.  

Because the multivariate analyses of variance were significant, the results for the 

dependent variables were considered separately for trait anxiety and symptomatology. To test 

Hypothesis 1, a two-way between groups analysis of variance revealed a statistically 

significant interaction effect for the overseas worker family member and income levels on 

trait anxiety, F(4, 138) = 2.77, p < .05, η
2 
= .07.  

There was also a significant main effect for income levels on trait anxiety, F(4, 138) = 

2.79, p < .05, η
2 

= .08, and a significant main effect for overseas worker status on trait 

anxiety, F(1, 138) = 4.69, p < .05, η
2 

= .03. Based on Cohen (1988), these effect sizes ranged 

from small (η
2 
= .03) to medium (η

2 
= .07; η

2 
= .08).

1
 

For testing Hypothesis 2 on the dependent variable of symptomatology, there was a 

statistically significant interaction effect between overseas worker family member and income 

levels, F(4, 138) = 2.96, p = .02, , η
2 

= .08.  

                                                        
1
 Using another measure of anxiety, the anxiety subscale on the SCL-90-R, a two-way between groups analysis of 

variance revealed a statistically significant interaction effect of overseas worker family member and income 

levels on anxiety, F(4, 138) = 3.17, p < .05, η
2 
= .08. There was also a significant main effect for income levels 

on anxiety, F(4, 138) = 2.93, p < .05, η
2 

= .08, but a non-significant main effect for overseas worker status on 

anxiety, F(1, 138) = 2.48, p =.117.  
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There was also a significant main effect for income levels on symptomatology, F(4, 138) 

= 2.48, p = .05, η
2 

= .07. There was no significant main effect for overseas worker status on 

symptomatology, F(1, 138) = 1.85, p = .18, η
2 

= .01.
2
 

 

Table 1. Means and Standard Deviations for Trait Anxiety (STAI-T) and 

Symptomatology (SCL-90-R) of Income Levels of Families with and without  

Overseas Workers 

 

 Families With 

Overseas Workers 

n = 88 

Families Without 

Overseas Workers 

n = 71 

All families 

Income level M SD M SD M SD 

STAI-T 1 (n=40) 47.53 6.77 48.57 8.32 48.15 7.63 

 2 (n=31) 46.59 5.94 41.22 4.06 45.03 5.94 

 3 (n=26) 46.08 7.61 46.00 9.89 46.04 8.65 

 4 (n=22) 47.69 4.63 38.00 8.02 43.73 7.78 

 5 (n=29) 43.24 6.86 44.08 6.30 43.59 6.53 

 All levels  46.18 6.47 44.80 8.47 45.57 7.43 

SCL- GSI 1 (n=40) 2.35 .50 2.62 .71 2.51 .64 

 2 (n=31) 2.21 .49 1.90 .41 2.12 .49 

 3 (n=26) 2.29 .62 2.13 .62 2.21 .61 

 4 (n=22) 2.57 .57 1.92 .59 2.30 .65 

 5 (n=29) 2.14 .50 2.31 .44 2.21 .47 

 All levels 2.29 .53 2.28 .65 2.28 .59 

Note: Income level, monthly income. 

1 = $1 - $250 2 = $251 - $500 3 = $501 - $750 4 = $751 - $1000 5 = $1000 and above.  

State-Trait Anxiety Inventory-T, trait anxiety scale, 1 = almost never, 4 = almost always. 

Trait anxiety score range = 20 – 80. 

Symptom Checklist-90-R, GSI, 0 = not at all, 4 = extremely; GSI score range = 1 – 5. 

 

 

Interaction of Overseas Worker Family Member and Income Level  
 

Tukey’s post hoc analyses showed that an individual’s experiences of trait anxiety and 

symptomatology were significantly lower when a family member was working overseas and 

the family’s income level was either very low (1) or very high (5) compared to families with 

these income levels where there was no family member working abroad. When income levels 

were moderate, neither very high nor very low (middle income levels 2, 3, or 4), and there 

was a family member working abroad, trait anxiety and symptomatology were significantly 

higher compared to when there was not a family member working abroad (see Table 1). 

Figure 1 illustrates the interaction effect of an overseas worker family member and income 

level on symptomatology. A similar interaction was found for trait anxiety.  

 

 

                                                        
2
 Using depression subscale in the SCL-90-R as an additional dependent variable, there was only a statistically 

significant main effect for income levels on depression, F(4, 138) = 2.54, p <.05, η
2 

= .07. There was no 

significant main effect for overseas worker status on depression, F(1, 138) = .49, p = .48, nor an interaction 

effect between overseas worker family member and income levels, F(4, 138) = 2.28, p = .06. 
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Figure 1. Estimated marginal means of GSI. 

 

Familial Role of Overseas Worker and of Respondent  
 

Focusing only on the group of participants with an overseas worker, we examined the 

impact of the absence of mother, father, or sibling and gender of participant on how the 

family functions, specifically on cohesion, expressiveness, and conflict. 

 

Table 2. Means and Standard Deviations for the Family Environment Scale, 

Relationship dimension of the overseas worker familial role (mother, father, sibling) of 

male and female participants 

 

 Male 

n = 35 

Female 

n = 35 

Overseas worker familial role M SD M SD 

 Cohesion  Mo 44.69 11.85 43.56 12.89 

 Fa 40.90 12.79 50.43 10.23 

 Sib 48.89 15.65 50.08 15.66 

 Expressiveness  Mo 40.37 10.21 47.33 10.54 

 Fa 43.70 9.03 44.50 8.81 

  Sib 38.44 10.85 49.83 7.68 

 Conflict Mo 55.31 8.96 55.33 12.07 

 Fa 51.10 11.59 45.28 8.42 

  Sib 50.22 9.54 45.67 11.87 

Note: N = 70, n = 25 with mother overseas, n = 24 with father overseas, n = 21 with sibling overseas 

Family Environment Scale, 0 = False, 1 = True 

Standard Scores Range: Cohesion: 4 - 65, Expressiveness: 16 - 71, Conflict: 33 – 80. 

1.7

1.9

2.1

2.3

2.5

2.7

Family Member Overseas No Family Member Overseas

SES 1

SES 2

SES 3

SES 4

SES 5
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To test Hypothesis 3, whether the familial role of the overseas worker (father, mother, 

sibling) or the gender of respondent had impact for how they perceived family functioning, 3 

(mother, father, sibling overseas) × 2 (male or female participant) MANOVA was used. 

Because there were 10 participants who had a combination of mothers, fathers, and sibling 

(mother and father; father and sibling; mother, father, sibling) working overseas, these 10 

were deleted from the analysis. There was a statistically significant effect of gender of the 

respondent on the combined dependent variables of perceived family functioning, cohesion, 

conflict, and expressiveness: Wilks’ Lambda = .85, F(3, 61) = 3.63, p < .05, η
2
 = .15. There 

was no statistically significant effect of the familial role of the overseas worker on the 

combined dependent variables: Wilks’ Lambda = .86, F(6, 122) = 1.56, p = .17, η
2 

= .07. 

Additionally, there was no statistically significant interaction effect of familial role of the 

overseas worker and gender of the respondent on the combined dependent variables: F(6, 

122) = 1.02, p = .42, Wilks’ Lambda = .91, η
2
 = .05.  

Univariate ANOVAs showed a main effect regarding the overseas worker’s familial role 

in the family on conflict within the family, F(2, 63) = 3.65, p < .05, η
2 
= .10. Tukey’s post hoc 

tests revealed that when the mother was working overseas, there was significantly higher 

conflict in family relationships regardless of the participant’s gender compared to when the 

father is abroad or a sibling is abroad. Conflict measures were M = 55.32, SD = 9.94 for the 

mother, M = 47.87, SD = 10.25 for the father, and M = 47.62, SD = 10.92 for a sibling 

overseas (see Table 2). The mean difference between mothers and fathers is 7.45, SD = 2.99, 

p < .05. The mean difference between mothers and siblings is 7.70, SD = 3.07, p < .05. 

Conflict is the open expression of anger and discord among family members (Moos & Moos, 

1994). There was no significant main effect of participant’s gender on conflict within the 

family, F(1, 63) = 1.79, p = .18, η
2 

= .03. The interaction effect of overseas worker’s familial 

role and participant’s gender on conflict within the family was also not significant, F(2, 63) = 

.49, p = .62, η
2 

= .02. 

Results also showed a main effect of gender on expressiveness in family relationships, 

F(1, 64) = 8.59, p < .01, η
2 

= .12, that female respondents, M = 47.62, SD = 8.46, reported 

significantly higher family expressiveness compared to males, M = 40.83, SD = 9.97 

regardless of which family member was working overseas. Expressiveness, according to the 

FES-III-R, is the extent to which members of the family are encouraged to directly express 

their feelings (Moos & Moos, 1994). There was no significant main effect of overseas 

worker’s familial role, F(2, 64) = .03, p = .97, η
2 

= .00 nor an interaction effect of familial 

role and participant’s gender, F(2, 64) = 1.51, p = .23, η
2 

= .04 on expressiveness within the 

family. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

This research compared differences between Filipino adult children who have a family 

member overseas and those who do not have a family member overseas, taking into 

consideration their income levels. A main finding to highlight is that for some overseas 

families, i.e., those in the lowest and highest income levels, anxiety and symptomatology are 

less compared to families that do not have a member working overseas. This economic relief 

supports previous findings by Paz Cruz (1987) and Gima (2006), who assigned high value to 
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the financial gain experienced by families of overseas workers. For the lowest income 

families, even if their income is still relatively low, it is conceivable that financial support 

from a family member working overseas, even though such employment requires that 

member to be away from the family, is more beneficial than remaining in poverty. For the 

highest income families, it is conceivable that they have adapted to a certain lifestyle that 

requires the help of a family member working abroad in order to be maintained. These results 

suggest that the socio-economic benefit of working overseas (Gima, 2006; Paz Cruz, 1987) 

most likely surpasses the consequences of the absence, or may even justify the absence from 

the family’s point of view.  

For middle income families with an overseas worker, however, the experience of anxiety 

and symptomatology is higher than it is for families that do not have one. It may be that 

families who are staying afloat financially; that is, neither struggling nor abundant, do not 

experience a clear and definable financial advantage. Because of this, they may have a harder 

time coping with the absence of the family member, which then influences their anxiety and 

symptomatic complaints. Middle income families may experience intense ambivalence 

between the economic benefit afforded by the overseas parent and the sacrifices they make, a 

finding from a qualitative study on children of overseas workers (Taylor, Tuason, & Güss, 

under review). These results suggest that a lack of family resources lead to anxiety and 

symptoms for the children of the family (Pachter, 2006; Smith et al., 1997) and support the 

findings on the effects of parental absence on children’s experiences of symptomatology and 

psychological health (Drotar, 1995; Videon, 2005).  

Another finding worth highlighting is that the familial role of the overseas worker has a 

bearing on the experience of conflict in the family. When the mother is working 

transnationally, as opposed to the father or a sibling, adult children regardless of their gender, 

report greater conflict in their family relationships. This finding lends support to the 

significant role mothers have in abating quarrels, coping with tension, and resolving discord 

in the family, even when they are working overseas (e.g., Carandang, Sison, & Carandang, 

2007). Mothers still maintain their role, albeit transnationally (Schmalzbauer, 2004). An 

additional finding to note is that female participants described their families as more 

expressive than male participants did. Such results validate gender differences in relationships 

(Licuanan, 1991; Roces, 1996) – that females perceive their families to express feelings 

directly.  

 

 

Limitations and Recommendations 
 

This study was conducted specifically with adult children who were university students, 

and although they represented many income levels, non-university students may have added 

more to the study’s results. Given that poverty is extreme to 14.8% (in 2004) of the Philippine 

population (Sto. Domingo, 2007), and children in dire poverty often do not have the 

opportunity to attend college in the Philippines, this sample is limited in that it did not include 

the extreme poor. Research on diverse populations left behind by overseas workers, such as 

younger children, spouses, or parents, or Filipinos from the other island groups, Visayas and 

Mindanao, could provide a more heterogeneous view of this phenomenon as well.  

Because the study employed the survey method, a potential risk to the integrity of the 

study would be the measures of anxiety, symptomatology, and family environment. These 
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scales were normed and standardized on North Americans and thus may not accurately 

capture these constructs among Filipinos, as the low reliabilities of the expressiveness and 

conflict subscales of the FES-III-R have shown.  

An added limitation is that this study did not account for important variables such as the 

age of the child when the family member left and length of time that the overseas worker is 

away. Additionally, we suggest qualitative research that would clarify how overseas 

employment impacts the family (e.g., investigating the nature of the relationships in the 

family, making the decision to work overseas, previous employment history, reaction to the 

family member’s leaving, the emotional consequences of the overseas member’s absence, and 

the extent of closeness with the family member overseas). Additionally, such major interplay 

of income levels and overseas working could be investigated further not only on individual’s 

anxiety and symptomatology, but also on family dynamics, spousal relationships, and 

parenting. Longitudinal studies are also needed to determine the long-term consequences of 

family members being absent from children’s lives for the purpose of easing socio-economic 

struggle.  

 

 

Implications 
 

This study’s results can inform health providers with a more comprehensive 

understanding of the interplay between income levels and overseas working on anxiety, 

symptomatology and familial functioning with regard to the psychological health effects, as it 

relates to counseling effectiveness (Carter, 1991). Thus, in terms of community outreach and 

prevention, mental health providers can tailor services that might include teaching coping 

skills; discussing the benefits, costs, economic and emotional consequences of having a 

family member working overseas; preparing families before the family member leaves; and 

identifying resources for specific alleviation of anxiety and other symptoms. This study’s 

findings help contribute to the scant information available in three areas of counseling 

psychology: social class and income levels (Liu et al., 2004; Vera & Speight, 2003); overseas 

working and its impact on families; and international concerns (Leong & Leach, 2007), 

especially in developing countries.  

Our results have shown that, for some, having a parent working overseas is helpful, and, 

for others, it causes a heightened experience of anxiety and symptomatology. This study 

provides a voice for the children left behind by family members who are transnational 

workers as to whether the money earned is worth the years of absence. The children of very 

rich and very poor families indicate that such employment decreases their anxiety and 

symptomatology, whereas the children of middle income status families say that their family 

being together at home would be more likely to provide them the most benefit. 
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