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Abstract

Population aging is a key public health issue facing many nations, and is particularly pronounced 

in many Asian countries. At the same time, attitudes toward filial obligation are also rapidly 

changing, with a decreasing sense that children are responsible for caring for elderly parents. This 

investigation blends the family versus nonfamily mode of social organization framework with a 

life course perspective to provide insight into the processes of ideational change regarding filial 

responsibility, highlighting the influence of education and international travel. Using data from a 

longitudinal study in Nepal—the Chitwan Valley Family Study—results demonstrate that 

education and international travel are associated with a decrease in attitudes toward filial 

obligation. However, findings further reveal that the impact of education and international travel 

vary both across the life course and by gender.
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Introduction

As the world’s population rapidly ages, elderly care is a key issue facing every nation. In 

many low-income countries, there is little to no social safety net for aging adults. At the 

same time, population-wide attitudes and beliefs are also changing, often with a decline in 

individuals’ sense of filial responsibility (Jayakody, Thornton and Axinn 2007). However, 

little research has provided a comprehensive look at what precipitates this change: what 

experiences influence individuals’ attitudes toward filial obligation? Nepal is one setting that 

has experienced substantial social change in recent decades, as well as an increasingly aging 

population (Axinn and Yabiku 2001; Chalise and Brightman 2006; Parker and Pant 2011; 

Thornton and Fricke 1987). Similar to other South Asian settings, government social 

security is limited and private pensions and health insurance are rare, leading parents to rely 

on younger generations for elderly care (Caldwell 1982; Niraula 1995; Willis 1980), 

particularly sons (Bennett 1983; Goldstein et al. 1983). Given Nepal’s recent social and 

demographic changes, it is an ideal context in which to investigate the confluence of these 

factors.
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The broader literature on ideational change in rural settings suggests that, in Nepal, the 

recent shift in modes of social organization may be key to understanding individuals’ 

attitudes toward elderly care (Axinn and Yabiku 2001; Compernolle and Axinn 2014; 

Thornton and Fricke 1987; Thornton and Lin 1994; Yabiku, Axinn and Thornton 1999). 

More specifically, the transition away from social life centering on the family to social 

interactions occurring increasingly outside the home has had a profound influence on 

individuals’ attitudes, values, and beliefs across multiple domains. Two increasingly 

common experiences in Nepal that may significantly influence individuals’ attitudes toward 

filial responsibility are education and international travel—each of which have been shown 

to influence other family-related attitudes and beliefs (Barber 2004; Bongaarts and Watkins 

1996; Boyd 1989; Easterlin 1980; Kalleberg 2009; Pienta, Barber and Axinn 2001). 

Drawing on a life course framework, the timing and sequencing of education and 

international travel may influence their impact on both the formation of and change in 

attitudes over time (Elder, Johnson and Crosnoe 2003; Krosnick and Alwin 1989). Research 

shows that early-life experiences exert particularly strong influence on subsequent attitudes 

(Alwin 1994; Alwin, Cohen, and Newcombe 1991; Axinn and Barber 2001; Elder 1977; 

Elder et al. 2003), thus highlighting the importance of considering the timing of education 

and travel when investigating their influence on attitudes.

In addition to a life course framework, the gendered nature of educational experiences, 

international travel, and elderly care suggest that these experiences might influence attitudes 

for men and women differently. In Nepal, there are sizeable gender-based inequalities in 

opportunities to both go to school and/or to travel internationally (Alexander and Eckland 

1974; Cha 2010; Charles and Bradley 2009; Hochschild 1983, 1989; Morgan and Niraula 

1995). The inequality in opportunities may work to reinforce gender differences by shaping 

individuals’ attitudes toward and expectations of social roles (Blair-Loy 2003; Chodorow 

1995; Correll, Benard and Paik 2007; Goffman 1977; Martin 1996; West and Zimmerman 

1987), including elderly care.

This study leverages newly available longitudinal data from the Chitwan Valley Family 

Study (CVFS) to provide a comprehensive analysis of how specific dimensions of social 

organization—education and international travel—influence attitudes regarding elderly care. 

The CVFS provides panel data on a sample of individuals, tracking their complete life 

experiences—including education and international travel—and attitudes toward filial 

responsibility over a twelve year period. The CVFS also features rich data on neighborhood-

level access to schools and transportation. Additionally, the CVFS tracks respondents over 

the precise historical period in Nepal during which educational and travel opportunities 

rapidly expanded. Because most research on attitudes rely on cross-sectional data, or assess 

attitudes at only one point in time, the study’s longitudinal design provides a unique 

opportunity to determine what provokes 1) changes in attitudes toward filial responsibility 

and 2) how the timing and sequencing of experiences with education and international travel 

differentially influence attitudes between both men and women.
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Theoretical framework

Social organization and attitudes toward caring for parents in old age

The family versus nonfamily mode of social organization framework posits that the nature 

of regular social interaction is largely influenced by the centrality of familial networks in 

daily activities (Thornton and Fricke 1987; Thornton and Lin 1994). As critical primary 

sources of information and learning, parents’ own preferences and behaviors influence 

children’s family formation attitudes (Axinn et al. 1994; Barber 2000; Elder, Liker and 

Cross 1984; Thornton 1980) through a combination of socialization and social control 

processes (Barber 2000). In agrarian communities in low-income countries—such as rural 

Nepal—because social life is largely organized around the family (Thornton and Lin 1994), 

with few outside sources of socialization, parents have considerable influence on their 

children’s attitudes. Rather, family serves as the center of social life, with limited time spent 

in schools and work occurring close to home. Of particular importance is the parent-child 

relationship, which remains a key source of emotional and financial support throughout the 

life course. For instance, because of limited formal employment opportunities outside the 

home, parental inheritance continues to be a primary source of wealth. As a result, young 

adults, particularly sons, continue to live with their parents well into adulthood (Cain 1981a, 

1981b; Gertler and Lillard 1994). Even after entering marriage, which remains nearly 

universal, sons still tend to co-reside with parents (Caplan 2000; Gray 1995; Regmi 1999), 

resulting in a significant amount of time and opportunity for parents to influence their 

children’s attitudes.

Like many low-income countries, however, Nepal has experienced substantial social 

changes in recent decades. Specifically, through a combination of local initiatives and 

international aid, the Nepalese government encouraged settlement in the Chitwan Valley 

through land and infrastructural reforms, including the first all-weather road in 1979. These 

initiatives successfully encouraged settlers to take advantage of the rich soil and flat terrain. 

Subsequent increases in population and development led to the proliferation of nonfamily 

institutions, particularly education and monetary-based consumerism (Axinn and Yabiku 

2001). Within the lifetime of its residents, for example, the number of schools has increased 

dramatically. In addition, increasing demand for labor abroad, coupled with eased migration 

policies and established networks, has led to a stark jump in out-migration and international 

travel rates from Chitwan in recent years. One driving force behind this increase in 

international travel is work: Nepalese are increasingly migrating to Gulf countries and other 

wealthier regions in search of two-year labor contracts as an alternative to the region’s 

inconsistent crop yields and stagnant economy (Kansakar 2003; Seddon et al. 2002; 

Williams et al. 2012).

Such a shift toward more time spent with nonfamily members and institutions results in new 

socialization forces (Ghimire et al. 2006; Hoelter et al. 2004; Waite et al. 1986), which tend 

to emphasize individual freedoms and personal investment, rather than collectivist notions 

and respect for elders. For example, previous research shows that nonfamily living, 

formalized employment, and education reduce the desire for marriage and children (Axinn 

and Barber 1997; Coleman 1990; Thornton and Fricke 1987; Waite et al. 1986). Thus, with 
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new nonfamily socialization forces currently unraveling in Nepal, it is reasonable to believe 

that education and international travel may influence attitudes toward caring for aging 

parents in such a setting,

Education—Mass education has strong effects on the spread of new belief systems, family 

preferences and behavior (Axinn and Barber 2001; Becker 1991; Caldwell 1982; Caldwell, 

Reddy and Caldwell 1988; Castro 1995; Cleland and Hobcraft 1985; Heck et al. 1997; 

Thornton and Lin 1994; Willis 1973). A principal explanation for the association between 

education and attitudinal change is its influence on everyday social interactions. Going to 

school exposes individuals to a unique social environment in which they are surrounded by 

peers who are their same age and are outside of their family network. This experience likely 

influences individuals’ attitudes in part because these influential networks are situated 

within a school setting, a nonfamily institution focused on individual growth and knowledge 

accumulation during early childhood—a critical time for forming attitudes (Alwin et al. 

1991; Axinn and Yabiku 2001). These two factors—a period in the life course during which 

time individuals are particularly susceptible to socialization and a new institutional setting 

outside of the family—are strong determinants of attitude formation, and are likely to 

encourage individuals to adopt more individualistic perspectives (Thornton 2005). For 

instance, research shows that college experiences precipitate attitudinal shifts in young 

adults that remain stable throughout their lives (Alwin et al. 1991). Extensive research 

shows that education profoundly influences individuals’ attitudes, and shifts expectations 

away from historical family orientations toward those emphasizing personal development 

and independence (Waite et al. 1986; Goldscheider et al. 1986; Goldscheider and Waite 

1991).

In addition to exposing individuals to new ideas through expanding nonfamily social 

networks, education is also likely to influence individuals’ attitudes toward filial 

responsibility through educational materials (Caldwell et al. 1988; Thornton 2005). In 

Nepal, schools often borrow models of education and classroom materials from richer 

European nations due in part to European colonization. As a result, educational materials 

disseminate ideas and values more prevalent in rich colonial settings, such as the United 

Kingdom and other European countries, through textbooks and syllabi (Brock-Utne 2000; 

Caldwell 1980; Thornton 2005). These materials promote individualism and smaller families 

by presenting the Western European ideal individual as educated, personally fulfilled, and 

financially successful and independent. In this sense, time spent enrolled in school both 

strengthens these individualistic attitudes as well as weakens those supporting opposite or 

competing behaviors such as those oriented toward the care of elderly kin (Blossfeld and 

Huinink 1991; Ikamari 2003). Through exposure to nonfamily networks and educational 

materials originating from richer European nations, education is expected to influence 

attitudes to be less supportive of sons and daughters caring for parents in old age.

International travel—Just as education exposes individuals to new ideas via peer culture 

and curriculum materials, international travel is another influential nonfamily experience 

that is increasingly common among Nepalese. Much of the recent international travel from 

Chitwan is due to labor migration to Gulf and other industrialized countries (Kansakar 2003; 
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Seddon et al. 2002; Williams et al. 2012). Of course, individuals around the world and in 

Nepal have a long history of travelling for work. With more fluid borders and supportive 

labor policies, however, labor networks have been increasingly expanding beyond local 

contexts and across international lines. The global number of international migrants 

increased from 155.5 million in 1990 to an estimated 214 million in 2010 (UN DESA 2009).

Regardless of reasons for international travel, once individuals are abroad, they have 

multiple opportunities to interact and socialize with other young adults. Here, young 

migrants or travelers to these destinations are introduced to these new communication 

landscapes, leading to altered ideas that are shared among individuals and accelerating the 

diffusion of new or innovative ones (Bongaarts and Watkins 1996; Festinger 1954; Latane 

1981). As migration tends to flow from poor societies such as rural South Asia, toward those 

with higher income, often closer to Europe, the ideas shared during this work experience 

may well reflect more Western beliefs. Research documents the decline of elderly support 

across diverse global contexts, including Gulf countries, as well as other family-related 

behaviors (El-Hadded 2003; Ogawa and Retherford 1993; Sibai and Yamout 2012). This 

international experience is expected to be particularly influential for Nepalese, as these 

foreign ideas are very different from those historically prevalent among their families in 

rural Nepal, regardless of whether in European or Gulf settings.

In addition to exposure to more individualistic networks, the very act of traveling abroad 

will foster a sense of individualism. Time spent away from family increases feelings of 

independence and reduces parental authority (Coleman 1990; Thornton and Lin 1994). 

Further, if linked with work, the income received abroad may increase individuals’ financial 

independence. This could potentially lead to increased autonomous economic decisions 

and/or the desire to live separately from their parents (Goldscheider and Goldscheider 1987; 

Pienta et al. 2001). Importantly, the time away from family is likely to allow individuals to 

envision a future life that does not solely encompass caring for aging parents.

Gender differences in the link between social organization and attitudes 
toward old age care—In Asia, there are important gender differences in daily life—

including education and travel opportunities (Bem 1993; Morgan and Niraula 1995; Risman 

2004). Thus, it is possible that changes in both education and travel influence men’s and 

women’s attitudes toward social roles and filial responsibilities differently. Gendered social 

roles tend to be based on perceived differences between the sexes (Acker 1990; Rubin 1975; 

Scott 1986), and historically placed men in professional, public spheres outside the home, 

and women in the familial, private sphere inside the home (Landes 1988; Parsons and Bales 

1955). South Asian women tend to be afforded fewer educational opportunities, and instead 

spend much of their time fulfilling domestic obligations (Beutel and Axinn 2002; Stash and 

Hannum 2001; Upadhyay 2002). On the other hand, South Asian male roles center on 

achieving high levels of education and financial stability, which enables them to provide for 

their family and their parents in later life (Bennett 1983; Gertler and Lillard 1994; Regmi 

1999). In Nepal, international labor migration increasingly provides an avenue for achieving 

greater financial stability, thereby enabling men to better provide for their families 

(Alexander and Eckland 1974; Cha 2010; Charles and Bradley 2009; Hochschild 1983, 

1989). The gendered differences in men’s and women’s social roles and opportunities in 
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Nepal are likely to powerfully shape individuals’ attitudes and expectations of others (Blair-

Loy 2003; Butler 1990; Chodorow 1989; Correll et al. 2007; Goffman 1977; Martin 1998; 

West and Zimmerman 1987).

In terms of education, men increase their human capital, and thus employment opportunities, 

by investing in education (Becker 1993; Blau and Duncan 1967; Coleman 1990; Jacobs 

1996). In a setting in which married sons historically care for aging parents, this shift toward 

greater financial independence and exposure to more individualistic attitudes is likely to 

decrease men’s support for filial responsibilities more than it does for women. Additionally, 

because education increases one’s career prospects, it is expected to raise men’s and 

women’s expectations that men have a career, rather than just secure a job in farming or 

labor (Coleman 1990; Smith 1776; Thornton, Axinn and Xie 2007). As a result, the gap in 

preferences regarding sons and daughters caring for aging parents is expected to shift, 

reflecting individuals’ preferences that men, more so than women, make necessary 

investments for and prioritize a successful career, rather than more domestic tasks, such as 

caring for parents. In a setting like rural Nepal, this shift is reflected in a decrease, or a 

narrowing of the gap, between support for sons’ and support for daughters’ filial 

responsibilities. Lastly, as women’s opportunities to travel abroad tend to be limited, 

exposure to international networks might have a stronger influence on women’s attitudes 

toward elderly care than men’s.

Data and methods

The data for this study come from the Chitwan Valley Family Study (CVFS). Initiated in the 

early 1990s, the CVFS provides a unique opportunity to study how individuals’ educational 

and international travel experiences influence their attitudes toward filial care. Baseline 

individual and household interviews began in 1996, with 72-minute, face-to-face interviews 

conducted with all household members ages 15 to 59 and their spouses, regardless of age or 

place of residence, with a response rate of 97%. Individual life history calendars captured 

accurate annual retrospective data on schooling, travel, marital status, and childbearing 

events. After the 1996 baseline interview, respondents participated in household registries, 

which collected monthly information on family and life events. Using the regular monthly 

contact during this time, the 1996 respondents were re-interviewed in 2008, regardless of 

current place of residence. Because this study investigates changes in attitudes toward filial 

obligation, it focuses on the 95 percent of original respondents who also participated in the 

2008 interview. The sample is further restricted to those between the ages of 15 and 25 years 

old to concentrate on the period in the life course during which time education and 

international travel typically occur (Alwin et al. 1991; Krosnick and Alwin 1989).

Attitudes toward old age care—Attitudes regarding elderly care were assessed by 

asking respondents whether married sons/daughters should care for their parents in old age. 

Attitude measures were assessed in 1996 and again in 2008 on a scale from one to three, 

with 1 indicating respondents “strongly agree”, 2 that they “somewhat agree,” and 3 that 

they “don’t agree at all” with the statement. Measures were reverse-coded so that higher 

numbers reflect more agreement with the statement, or more positive attitudes toward old 

age care.
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Descriptive statistics of study respondents and their attitudes toward elderly care are 

provided in Table 1. This table shows that between 1996 and 2008, attitudinal support for 

sons caring for aging parents declined significantly (2.40 to 2.31) while attitudinal support 

of daughters caring for aging parents increased significantly (2.29 to 2.34). Interestingly, in 

2008 respondents reported slightly more favorable attitudes for daughters caring for elderly 

parents than for sons (2.34 to 2.31), but this difference is not statistically significant. Figure 

1 presents a graphic picture of the convergence of the gendered difference in these attitudes.

Education—Educational attainment was assessed using a continuous indicator of the 

highest grade of school or year of college the respondent completed. This information was 

collected in a complete life history in 1996 and an updated life history in 2008. The nature 

of this measure allows one to account for both (1) educational attainment in 1996 and (2) 

change in education between 1996 and 2008. As shown in Table 1, average educational 

attainment was 6.4 years in 1996. Additional education attained between 1996 and 2008 was 

just under 1 year (.9 years).

International travel—In the life history calendar, respondents reported specific years in 

which they traveled outside of Nepal for one or more weeks during the study time frame. 

With these data, a dichotomous indicator of respondents’ international travel was created, 

coded 1 for any international travel. As shown in Table 1, 10 percent of respondents traveled 

outside Nepal prior to 1996, and 18 percent traveled internationally between 1996 and 2008.

Other key factors—In all models, a dummy variable was included to indicate whether the 

respondent is female (1) or male (0). In addition to gender, other demographic controls are 

accounted for, including (1) marital status (with a dichotomous indicator in 1996 and 2008), 

(2) whether the respondent has a child (measured in 2008), (3) number of siblings (measured 

in 2008), (4) ethnicity (Bhramin/Chhetri, Dalit, Hill Indigenous, Newar, and Terai 

Indigenous, Bhramin/Chhetri [ref]), and (5) age in years (in 1996).

As shown in Table 1, fifty-seven percent of the sample was female. Forty-one percent of 

respondents were married in 1996, with an additional 49 percent marrying by 2008 and ten 

percent never marrying. More than 70 percent had had children by 2008 (71 percent) and the 

mean number of siblings in 2008 was 8.3. Half of respondents were Bhramin/Chhetri (50 

percent), followed by Terai Indigenous (20 percent), Hill Indigenous (14 percent), Dalit (10 

percent) and Newar (6 percent). Average respondent age in 1996 was 19.4 years.

Analytic approach

A lagged dependent variable modeling approach was used to estimate the effects of 

education and international travel on the change in attitudes between 1996 and 2008, given 

that the earlier attitudes are held constant. The model can be represented as follows:

where Yt −1 is the attitude in 1996, x is an explanatory factor, and ε is the error term. Tables 

present estimates for β1 which represent the mean change in attitudes in 2008 for one unit of 
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change in x while holding all other factors constant, including the same attitude measured 

exactly the same way in 1996 (Axinn and Thornton 1993). Because respondents are 

clustered within 151 neighborhoods, in all models, robust standard errors that account for 

the CVFS sampling design are generated.

Results

Education and International Travel

Table 2 presents estimates of the effects of education and international travel on attitudes 

toward old age care. First, attitudes toward married sons (models 1a–1c) and married 

daughters (models 2a–2c) changed between 1996 and 2008, regardless of educational 

attainment and international travel experience. Second, education does not significantly 

influence changes in these attitudes between the two time periods, net of other individual 

characteristics. However, while small, the direction of the effect of education attained during 

this time is in the expected direction: those with more years of education between 1996 and 

2008 have slightly less support for both the attitude toward married sons (model 1a) and the 

attitude toward married daughters (model 2a) caring for their aging parents. Similarly, for 

those with more years of education attained prior to 1996, this educational experience 

continued to influence attitudes toward daughters caring for parents between 1996 and 2008: 

educational attainment in 1996 led to a small decrease in support of old age care in 2008.

Third, models 1b and 2b present estimates of the effects of international travel on attitudes. 

Results show individuals who traveled outside Nepal between 1996 and 2008 had 

significantly less support for sons caring for parents in old age, agreeing to the statement .09 

points less than those individuals who did not travel (p<.05). Similar to education, 

international travel experience prior to 1996, while not significant, also operates in the 

expected direction: those who traveled outside Nepal before 1996 had decreased support for 

both sons (model 1b) and daughters caring for parents in old age (model 2b). In full models 

including educational attainment and international travel both prior to 1996, as well as 

between 1996 and 2008 (models 1c and 2c), results reveal decreased support for filial 

responsibilities in 2008. However, only the effect of international travel between 1996 and 

2008 on attitudes toward sons caring for aging parents is significant.

Gender differences in the effects of Education and International Travel

Table 2 shows that attitudes toward caring for aging parents are different for women and 

men. Women are significantly less supportive of sons’ filial responsibilities than men are, 

net of 1996 attitudes, with attitudes toward sons caring for parents in old age (model 1c) .18 

points lower than men’s (p<.001). Women are also less supportive of daughters caring for 

parents than men, although this effect is much smaller and not significant (model 2c).

Table 3 shows estimates of the gendered effects of educational attainment on the change in 

attitudes toward sons (models 1and 1b) and daughters (2a and 2b) caring for their aging 

parents. Results demonstrate several points. First, among women and men with no 

education, women have significantly less support than men for sons caring for parents in old 

age (p<.001), as well as for daughters caring (p<.01, model 2a). Second, the effects of 
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education, both prior to 1996 and between 1996 and 2008, on both of these attitudes are 

negative: men with more years of education both before and after 1996 have decreased 

support for filial responsibilities than men who attained less education during this time. The 

effects of education prior to 1996 are significant for men for both attitudes: each additional 

year of education attained before 1996 leads to a .02 decrease in men’s support for sons 

caring for aging parents (p<.05, model 1a) and a .03 decrease in men’s support for daughters 

caring for aging parents (p<.01, model 2a), respectively.

In addition, the effect of education in 1996 is significantly different for men’s and women’s 

attitudes (p<.01 for attitudes toward sons caring, model 1a, and p<.001 for attitudes toward 

daughters caring, model 2a). While the effects of education (for men) and being female 

(with no education) are both negative, the positive interaction suggests that education 

decreases men’s support for these attitudes more than it does for women; in other words, the 

effect is less negative for women. Figure 2 presents predicted attitudes toward married sons 

caring for parents in old age for men and women of varying levels of educational attainment 

in 1996. Men and women with four years of education are on the left and men and women 

with eleven years of education are on the right. While women with less education are less 

supportive than men with the same level of education, the difference in support of elderly 

care between men and women with more education is much narrower (shown on the right)

—men’s attitudinal support decreases more with each additional year of education. This 

figure depicts the significant interaction between education and gender: the negative 

association between education prior to 1996 and old-age attitudes is significantly stronger 

for men than it is for women.i

The effect of educational attainment between 1996 and 2008 also varies by gender. This 

interaction is also positive for both attitudes (models 1b and 2b), although only significantly 

different for men’s and women’s attitudes toward daughters caring for parents in old age 

(p<.05). Together, the four models presented in Table 3 point to the importance of education 

in shaping attitudes, regardless of when the years of schooling were attained. Importantly, 

results indicate that education occurring earlier in the life course continues to have strong 

effects on attitudes later on in life, and that these effects are particularly strong for men. 

Education occurring later—between 1996 and 2008—is important as well, also more so for 

men than women, although is not as influential on attitudes as education occurring earlier 

on.

I also test whether the effects of international travel on attitudes toward elderly care vary by 

gender. Similar to education, the effects of travel outside Nepal influence men’s and 

women’s attitudes differently (results not presented for parsimony). The interactions, 

however, are in the opposite direction of that between education and gender: international 

travel between 1996 and 2008 decreases women’s support for sons caring for aging parents 

significantly more than it decreases men’s support (p<.05). Similarly, international travel 

iThis effect is also evident in additional models (not presented for parsimony) that flip the gender measure: in models that include a 
binary indicator for male and an interaction effect for male and education, the main effect for education remains negative, while the 
main effect for males is positive and the interaction effect between male and education is negative. These results mirror those 
presented in Table 3: women on average have less support for elderly care, education on average decreases support for elderly care, 
and education decreases men’s support for elderly care more for than it does women’s.
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prior to 1996 decreases women’s support for daughters caring more than it decreases men’s 

(p<.05).

Education, International Travel and the gap in gendered attitudes

Table 4 presents estimates of education and international travel on the change in the gap 

between the two attitudes, or the gap between support for sons caring for parents in old age 

and support for daughters caring for parents in old age. This model combines the outcome 

attitudes modeled in Tables 2 and 3, offering a different perspective on respondents’ 

preferences about who exactly should be caring for aging parents—sons or daughters—and 

how strongly they prefer one over the other to perform this behavior. Again, the gap is 

measured by subtracting support for daughters caring for parents from the support for sons 

caring for parents, meaning that a positive coefficient indicates more support for sons over 

daughters. Conversely, a negative coefficient indicates less support of sons over daughters. 

Because sons historically care for parents in old age, a decreasing gap might also signal a 

flattening out of elderly care preferences.

Table 4 reveals several patterns. First, the effect of being female is negative and significant 

(p<.001), suggesting that the gap between preferences for sons and daughters caring for 

parents in old age is significantly smaller for women than for men; in other words, women 

do not have a strong preference for sons caring, compared to men (p<.001). Second, findings 

also demonstrate that international travel is an important experience influencing the change 

in the gap in support for sons’ and daughters’ filial responsibilities. Like gender, 

international travel between 1996–2008 has a negative effect on the change in the gap, 

meaning that individuals who traveled abroad during this time period have weaker 

preferences regarding who—sons or daughters—should care for aging parents (p<.05). 

Rather, those who traveled outside Nepal have more similar attitudes toward sons’ and 

daughters’ filial roles than those who did not travel during this time. Additional models (not 

presented for parsimony) tested whether this effect of international travel varied by gender. 

Similar to previous interactions with gender, international travel experience between 1996 

and 2008 influences the change in the gap differently for men and women, as is illustrated in 

Figure 3.

In this model, the effect for female remains significant and negative (p<.01), meaning that 

among men and women who did not travel internationally, women had a much smaller 

difference between attitudes than men did. The effect of international travel (for men) 

remains negative although is no longer significant. The interaction between travel and 

female is negative and significant (p<.05), suggesting that for women who travelled outside 

Nepal during this time, the gap in support between sons and daughters narrowed even more 

than for men who traveled during this time. Thus, men and women with no international 

travel experience between 1996–2008 (on the left) have larger gaps than men and women 

who did travel (on the right), and this difference due to travel is much larger for women than 

for men.
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Discussion

Attitudes toward old age care have changed in recent decades, with senses of filial 

responsibility declining worldwide (Jayakody et al. 2007; Ogawa and Retherford 1993; 

Pienta et al. 2001; Sibai and Yamout 2012). This study finds evidence of similar changes in 

attitudes in rural Nepal: overall, men and women grow less supportive of sons and daughters 

caring for parents in old age. Importantly, two key factors influence these changes, both of 

which underscore the importance of social experiences occurring outside the family. First, 

educational attainment affects attitudes toward sons and daughters caring for elderly parents: 

additional years of education are associated with decreased support for elderly care. This 

finding is consistent with literature documenting the importance of education on attitude 

formation and change (Alwin et al. 1991; Axinn and Yabiku 2001; Caldwell 1980). Two 

mechanisms operating to influence attitudes here are different elements of education related 

to the sharing of information: both the novel, nonfamily networks in a school setting and 

educational materials originating in more industrialized countries tend to promote ideas 

associated with individualism and personal freedoms (Thornton 2005). These networks and 

their attitudes contrast with those more historically prevalent in rural Nepal, which tend to 

emphasize and center on the family (Waite et al. 1986; Goldscheider and Waite 1991).

Second, international travel is another important nonfamily experience influencing changes 

in attitudes toward elderly care. Similar to education, travel outside Nepal exposes 

individuals to new settings and social interactions. Given the nature of recent international 

travel from Nepal, this migration is to more industrialized and Gulf countries for work 

(Seddon et al. 2002; Williams et al. 2012). These international channels of communication 

and networks diffuse ideas more prevalent in Western settings, which tend to center more on 

materialism and individualism, and less on collectivism and kinship obligations (Bongaarts 

and Watkins 1996; Thornton 2005). International travel also influences attitudes toward 

elderly care through a heightened sense of individualism gained while abroad. Both time 

spent away from parents and, if linked to work, financial independence may lead to 

decreased parental authority and increased desire to lead more separate lives as adult 

children, resulting in a declined sense of filial responsibility.

Findings also indicate that these effects of education and international travel vary both 

across the life course and for young women and men. Overall, education, regardless of 

timing, is negatively associated with support for elderly care (Tables 2 and 3). The 

experience of education, however, influences women’s and men’s attitudes differently. 

While the effects of education prior to 1996 (for men) and being female (with no education) 

significantly and negatively influence attitudes toward elderly care, the interaction between 

education and female is positive (Table 3). This shows that education is influential overall, 

but is particularly stronger both for men than for women, as well as when occurring earlier 

in life: each year of education attained prior to 1996 decreases men’s support for elderly care 

more than it does women’s. Additional education attained between 1996 and 2008 also 

affects men’s attitudes more negatively than women’s, although the effect is weaker. These 

findings that education occurring earlier in life is more influential than exposure to such 

networks or materials later on is not surprising (Alwin et al. 1991). However, how the 
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timing of enrolment in school affects attitudes later on in life in such a setting as rural Nepal 

has not been previously documented.

The effect of international travel on attitudes toward filial responsibility also varies by life 

course timing and gender. While travelling abroad at any time point decreases support for 

elderly care, international travel experience later on, between 1996 and 2008, is found to be 

particularly influential (Table 2). The experience was especially powerful for women: those 

who traveled during this time period had significantly less support for sons and daughters 

caring for aging parents than women who did not travel.

That the effects of education and international travel vary based on when they are 

experienced and who is experiencing them is important. It suggests that both dimensions of 

social organization, as well as attitudes toward old care, remain deeply connected to 

gendered social roles and expectations (Beutel and Axinn 2002; Thornton et al. 2007) – 

particularly in a setting in which sons historically care for aging parents. Education led to a 

larger decline in men’s support for elderly care than women’s, reflecting perhaps their own 

heightened expectations that they focus on financial endeavors and securing a successful 

career, rather than on filial obligations. That education prior to 1996 was more influential 

than education attained 1996–2008 suggests that men develop career goals and aspirations at 

younger ages, and these ideas affect their attitudes toward social roles in subsequent years. 

The decrease in the gap between attitudes similarly demonstrated this shift in expectations: 

that support for sons’ filial responsibilities decreased more than changes in daughters’ shows 

increased preferences for men to invest in education and financial independence over caring 

for aging parents (Thornton et al. 2007).

Importantly, these changes in attitudes have serious implications for future changes in how 

individuals think about and care for those in old age. The overall decrease in support for 

children, particularly sons, caring for parents in old age is due in part to changes in 

education and international travel. Enrollment in school and international travel have 

increased significantly in recent decades, both in Nepal and worldwide. These trends are 

expected to continue as mass and higher education continues to spread, and as movement, 

particularly labor, becomes increasingly more mobile across more fluid international 

borders. In this sense, education and international travel can be expected to continue to 

influence attitudes toward elderly care, with future attitudes supporting filial responsibilities 

even less. As changes in attitudes promote changes in associated behaviors (Ajzen 1988), 

continued decreased support for children caring for aging parents will shift old care to occur 

more and more outside the family – a shift that has started to occur due in part to nonfamily 

experiences (Brauner-Otto 2009; Yarger and Brauner-Otto 2014). Such changes present real 

challenges for policy makers in settings like Nepal, as well as other settings with aging 

populations and experiencing social change, which struggle to provide for a growing elderly 

population. A better understanding of how individuals are changing to think about elderly 

care allows for appropriate investments in infrastructure to address these challenges, such as 

non-family services and institutions that can address this gap in care.
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Figure 1. 
Change in attitudes toward sons and daughters caring for parents in old age, 1996–2008
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Figure 2. 
Gender and education (prior to 1996) on attitude toward sons caring for parents in old age
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Figure 3. 
Gender and international travel on the gap between sons and daughters caring for parents in 

old age
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Table 1

Descriptive statistics (N = 1576)

Mean Std Dev Min Max

Attitudes

 Attitude in 1996: married son care for parents 2.40 .67 1 3

 Attitude in 2008: married son care for parents 2.31 .70 1 3***

 Attitude in 1996: married daughter care for parents 2.29 .64 1 3

 Attitude in 2008: married daughter care for parents 2.34 .64 1 3*

Education

 Educational attainment in 1996 6.39 3.59 0 14

 Educational attainment, 1996–2008 .88 1.66 0 9

International travel

 Travel outside Nepal, 1996 .10 .30 0 1

 Travel outside Nepal, 1996–2008 .18 .39 0 1

Other key factors .57 .50 0 1

 Female .57 .50 0 1

 Family experiences

  Married in both 1996 and 2008 .41 .49 0 1

  Married in only 2008 .49 .50 0 1

  Not married in both 1996 and 2008 .10 .30 0 1

  Have children in 2008 .71 .45 0 1

  Number of siblings in 2008 8.29 4.2 0 29

 Ethnicity/caste

  Bhramin/Chhetri .50 .50 0 1

  Dalit .10 .29 0 1

  Hill Indigenous .14 .35 0 1

  Newar .06 .24 0 1

  Terai Indigenous .20 .40 0 1

 Respondent age 1996 19.44 3.2 15 25

Notes:

*
p < 0.05;

**
p < 0.01;

***
p < 0.001; two-tailed tests
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Table 3

Gendered effects of education on the change in attitudes regarding married sons and daughters caring for 

parents in old age, 1996 – 2008

Sons caring for parents in old age Daughters caring for parents in old age

1a 1b 2a 2b

Education

  Educational attainment, 1996 −.02* (.02) .00 (.01) −.03** (.01) −.01 (.01)

  Educational attainment, 1996–2008 −.01 (.01) −.02 (.02) −.01 (.01) −.03* (.01)

 Education*Female interactions

  Education (1996) * Female .03** (.01) .03*** (.01)

  Education (1996–2008) * Female .02 (.02) .03* (.02)

Other key factors

 Female −.33*** (.07) −.17*** (.04) −.22** (.07) −.06 (.04)

Family experiences

 Married in both 1996 and 2008 .08 (.08) .09 (.08) −.00 (.08) −.00 (.07)

 Married in only 2008 .16* (.08) .15* (.08) .02 (.07) .01 (.7)

 Have children in 2008 −.02 (.04) −.02 (.05) .04 (.05) .04 (.05)

 Number of siblings in 2008 −.00 (.01) −.00 (.01) .01 (.00) .01 (.00)

Ethnicity/caste

 Dalit −.04 (.06) −.03 (.05) −.06 (.07) −.05 (.07)

 Hill Indigenous −.03 (.05) −.04 (.05) .07 (.05) .06 (.05)

 Newar .07 (.07) .08 (.07) .06 (.07) .06 (.07)

 Terai Indigenous .13** (.05) .13** (.05) .04 (.05) .04 (.05)

Respondent Age in 1996 −.01 (.01) −.01 (.01) −.00 (.01) −.01 (.01)

Attitude in 1996 .14*** (.03) .14*** (.03) .14*** (.03) .14*** (.03)

Intercept 2.28*** (.20) 2.22*** (.19) 2.21*** (.17) 2.15*** (.17)

N 1576 1576 1576 1576

R-Sq 5.7 5.4 4.0 3.7

Notes: Each column represents a linear regression model. Standard errors in parentheses.

†
p < 0.10;

*
p < 0.05;

**
p < 0.01;

***
p < 0.001; one-tailed tests

Int J Sociol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2016 March 11.



A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

Compernolle Page 24

Table 4

Effects of education and international travel on the change in the gap in whether married sons should care for 

parents and whether married daughters should, 1996 – 2008

Education

 Educational attainment, 1996 .01 (.01)

 Educational attainment, 1996–2008 −.00 (.01)

International travel

 Travel outside Nepal, 1996 .01 (.07)

 Travel outside Nepal, 1996–2008 −.09* (.05)

Other key factors

 Female −.16*** (.05)

Family experiences

 Married in both 1996 and 2008 .08 (.09)

 Married in only 2008 .13* (.08)

 Have children in 2008 −.05 (.05)

 Number of siblings in 2008 −.01 (.01)

Ethnicity/caste

 Dalit .01 (.07)

 Hill Indigenous −.10* (.05)

 Newar .00 (.07)

 Terai Indigenous .08 (.06)

Respondent Age in 1996 −.01 (.01)

Attitude in 1996 .10*** (.03)

Intercept .13 (.19)

N 1576

R-Sq 4.4

Notes: Each column represents a linear regression model. Standard errors in parentheses.

†
p < 0.10;

*
p < 0.05;

**
p < 0.01;

***
p < 0.001; one-tailed tests
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