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Abstract

This study examines how attitudes towards filial responsibility (AFR) have changed in 
11 European countries between 2001 and 2017, based on data from the International 
Social Survey Programme. These countries include various types of welfare states and 
family traditions. The study also analyses the change in AFR according to the respon-
dents’ gender and age. The findings indicate that in 2017, individuals reported lower 
filial responsibility than in 2001, with the exception of Great Britain, where the AFR 
increased. The most substantial decreases in AFR were observed in Hungary, France, 
Denmark, and Finland. This negative shift is visible in both genders and all age groups, 
particularly late middle-aged women. However, despite the varying intensity of AFR 
change, it was challenging to identify clear patterns in the variations between countries. 
These results highlight potential negative effects on political proposals for long-term 
care for older adults supported by younger generations.

Keywords: filial responsibility; attitudes; European demographics; older adult care; in-
formal care; welfare state
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Introduction

Two significant trends are evident in European demographics: a declining birth rate and 
an increase in life expectancy (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Develop-
ment [OECD] 2017). These trends highlight a severe deterioration in the dependency 
ratio, because a diminishing percentage of individuals of working age are compelled 
to shoulder an escalating responsibility for the welfare of older adults. Consequently, a 
critical question arises: Who should be responsible for the care of our oldest and most 
vulnerable citizens? There are three primary options: the market, the state, and the fam-
ily. Following World War II, most European nations selected their own welfare mod-
els, which include different levels of prioritisation of these care sources. For instance, 
some countries lean more towards market or family-oriented models, while others favour 
state-oriented models (Esping-Andersen 1990, 2009). It appears that in the European 
discourse on ageing, policymakers are increasingly placing their hopes on middle-aged 
children to take on a larger role in caring for their parents (Broese van Groenou and De 
Boer 2016; Ranci and Pavolini 2015).

The intergenerational solidarity model is often used to highlight the importance of rela-
tionships between adult children and their parents by explaining six dimensions of familial 
bonds (Bengtson, 2001; Bengtson and Roberts, 1991). These dimensions include associa-
tional solidarity (e.g., frequency of contact), functional solidarity (e.g., provision of assis-
tance), affectual solidarity (e.g., feelings between family members), consensual solidarity 
(e.g., agreement on values), structural solidarity (e.g., geographical distance), and norma-
tive solidarity (e.g., parental and filial obligations). In this study, we primarily analyse nor-
mative solidarity. This dimension includes two crucial norms: parents have a duty to care 
for their children, and adult children have a responsibility to care for their older parents and 
grandparents. The latter norm is often referred to as filial obligation or filial responsibility 
(Dykstra and Fokkema 2012; Lowenstein and Daatland 2006; Stuifbergen and Van Delden 
2011). In an Asian context, this is known as filial piety (Bedford and Yeh 2021).

Here, we study attitudes towards filial responsibility (AFR). Attitude can de defined 
as ‘a psychological tendency that is expressed by evaluating a particular entity with some 
degree of favor or disfavor‘ (Eagly and Chaiken 1993, 1). This definition includes three 
crucial aspects of attitudes: evaluation, attitude object, and tendency (Eagly and Chaiken 
2007). Attitudes are typically studied through representative surveys in which partici-
pants assess a statement about an attitude object using a standard scale. In this research, 
the attitude object was the general norm of filial responsibility, measured by the response 
to the statement asking whether it is the duty of adult children to care for their older 
parents. It is crucial to highlight that, in this context, the norm refers to adult children in 
general, and not to a specific offspring of an individual.

The unique aspect of this study lies in the dearth of repeated cross-sectional and 
cross-country research on long-term shifts in people’s attitudes towards whether adult 
children should bear the responsibility for the care of older adults. We analyse here 
whether AFR have altered in 11 European countries from 2001 to 2017, and whether 
this potential shift varies by gender and age. The countries are Austria, Czech Republic, 
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Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Hungary, Slovenia, Spain, Switzerland, and Great 
Britain. Europe has experienced significant demographic and social changes during the 
first two decades of the 21st century, such as population ageing, increased participation 
of women in the labour market, and a substantial expansion of the European Union. No-
tably, the data used in this study allow us to compare changes in AFR across European 
societies. The countries surveyed represent different family cultural traditions and types 
of welfare state. Therefore, we can analyse whether the shift in attitudes towards caring 
for one’s own parents has evolved differently in various European societies.

Family cultures and welfare state types

For several decades, the European Values Study has consistently aimed to identify what 
respondents regard as the most crucial aspect of their lives. The response has been con-
sistently and universally the same, namely, family (Evalue 2023). The family is a strong 
social institution with an evolutionary biological foundation, and family members are 
united not only by a strong emotional connection, but also by a sense of responsibility for 
mutual assistance and care (Tanskanen and Danielsbacka 2019).

While the family may be considered the most significant social institution globally, 
its interpretation varies across countries, with historically distinct family cultures (Laslett 
1983). The traditional ‘Hajnal line’ concept (Hajnal, 1965; 1982) divided Europe broadly 
into Eastern and Western regions. The Eastern region included multigenerational house-
holds, early and nearly universal marriages, leading to a smaller percentage of individuals 
who never married. Conversely, the Western region was marked by nuclear families, later 
marriages, and a substantial percentage of women and men who remained unmarried. 
However, there is often more regional variation than initially expected based solely on 
the Hajnal line concept. For instance, Reher (1998) perceives Mediterranean countries 
as societies with a strong family status, and Northern and Central European countries as 
societies where family status is weak, but individual status is strong. In countries with 
strong family ties, young adults tend to stay in their parents’ household for an extended 
period until they marry and establish their own families. In these countries, most social 
assistance and support are exhanged within the family, with the responsibility of caring 
for older generations falling on the younger generations, typically daughters or daugh-
ters-in-law. In countries with weak family ties, young individuals gain independence at 
an early age and begin living independently from their parents before entering a relation-
ship and starting their own family. Here, social support, childcare, and older adult care 
primarily come from public revenue transfers and public or private services.

Reher’s (1998) somewhat simplified model has faced criticism, for example from 
Castiglioni et al. (2016). When analysing the exchange of social support across genera-
tions, it is evident that in Scandinavian countries, the frequency of social and financial 
support between generations surpasses that in Mediterranean countries, even though the 
intensity of such support is lower. Central European countries, on the other hand, occu-
py a middle position in this regard (Albertini, Kohli, and Vogel, 2007; Brandt, Haberk-
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ern, and Szydlik 2009; Calzada and Brooks 2013; Daatland, Herlofson, and Lima 2011; 
Lowenstein and Daatland 2006; Mureşan and Hărăguş 2015). Therefore, there are differ-
ences in family relationships between the southern and northern regions of Europe, but 
the question is about the qualitative differences, not the significance of family in the south 
and north. While the solidarity between generations is similar in both Eastern and South-
ern Europe, there are country-specific differences within Eastern Europe (Dykstra 2010).

Family culture characteristics are also mirrored in family law statutes across coun-
tries. When we analyse the legal responsibility of adult children to financially support 
their ageing parents, we see a regional variation that generally aligns with the south–north 
divide in Europe. In Scandinavian countries, there are no such legal obligations, whereas 
in almost all other European countries, these obligations are codified in law, although the 
extent of these obligations does vary (Saraceno and Keck 2010). The prevailing view 
throughout Europe is that the financial wellbeing of older individuals should be ensured 
through pensions, with family law provisions for care coming into play only when a 
pension is inadequate for a decent standard of living. In Northern European countries, 
where children are not legally required to financially support their ageing parents, a shift 
in attitude from traditional family responsibilities towards individual rights is likely more 
prevalent than in countries where the law mandates care provision (Fokkema et al. 2008; 
Van den Broek, Dykstra, and Van der Veen 2015). Prior research also highlights that 
regional family culture differences in Europe are reflected in variations in attitudes to-
wards AFR. In general, the AFR level is highest in Mediterranean and Eastern European 
countries, and lowest in Nordic countries (Daatland and Herlofson 2003; Dykstra 2010; 
Herlofson et al. 2011; Lowenstein and Daatland 2006; Marckmann 2017). However, it 
is essential to highlight that in countries where the state provides more welfare benefits, 
initial agreement about filial responsibility is likely to be lower in the first instance. This 
suggests that any change might not be very significant.

The disparities in family cultures across Europe, spanning the south, north, east, and 
west, may be becoming less pronounced as all societies shift from collectivism to indi-
vidualism (Santos, Varnum, and Grossmann 2017). In cultures that highlight collectivism, 
the family, neighbouring communities, or the nation dictate people’s status and behaviour. 
Conversely, in individualistic cultures, individuals are autonomous and largely independent 
of community norms, and they focus on the individual’s personal goals and aspirations (Hui 
and Triandis 1986; Triandis 2001). The rise of individualism is thought to be linked to the 
economic and social progress of societies. Factors such as the improvement in education 
levels, the inclusion of women in the workforce, the shift to white-collar jobs, urbanisation, 
and the general term ‘modernisation’, all promote individualism. Many of these charac-
teristics are also seen as components of the ‘second demographic transition’, a theory that 
suggests developments since the 1970s manifest as changes in family-related behaviour and 
social norms (Lesthaeghe and Van de Kaa 1986; Lesthaeghe 2014). Key elements of the 
second demographic transition include declining fertility rates, increasing gender equality, 
greater education and labour market participation among women, and enhanced financial 
independence for women. Societies in Northern and Western Europe and North America 
have progressed the most in the process of individualism, although it appears to be spread-
ing globally (Inglehart and Baker 2000; Santos et al. 2017).



Finnish Yearbook of Population Research 57 (2023–2024): 81–106

85

The literature also includes analyses of the specific process of institutional individual-
ism (Frericks and Höppner 2018; Ranci and Pavolini 2015). Here, the welfare state plays 
a crucial role by ensuring the fulfilment of individual social rights, which may include 
aspects such as the provision of an adequate basic livelihood and care for older adults. Eu-
ropean countries vary in their implementation of welfare policies through different models 
or regimes (Anttonen and Sipilä 1996; Arts and Gelissen 2002; Esping-Anderson 1990). 
Individuals in countries with high levels of public services and transfers, such as Nordic 
countries, are not inclined to adhere to stringent standards of informal care. However, in 
Mediterranean and many Eastern European countries, because obtaining public support for 
managing caregiving responsibility is often challenging, the normative pressure to provide 
informal care intensifies (Calzada and Brooks 2013; Marckmann 2017). For instance, the 
responsibilities of public services and families differ in terms of caring for children and 
older adults. Nevertheless, European societies, with the assistance of the European Union, 
have strived to harmonise their social policies so that fundamental social rights are achieved 
on a somewhat equal basis across the member states. For instance, quality and long-term 
care for older adults is highlighted in EU documents as a fundamental right that should be 
guaranteed in all member states (European Commission 2021).

Gender and age

The employment rate among European women has increased notably in recent decades, 
primarily because of various social factors associated with efforts to advance gender 
equality (Plantenga et al. 2009). Another contributing factor is economic: by enhancing 
the employment rate, Europe can boost its productivity and competitiveness relative to 
its rivals, such as the United States and China, among others. From the perspective of this 
study, the question concerning the rise in women’s employment rate is of particular inter-
est. On the one hand, women are encouraged to pursue education, establish a profession, 
and engage more actively in the labour market. However, they are also expected to take 
on the responsibility of intergenerational care.

The goals of enhancing the employment rate among women have evidently been 
successful. From the perspective of our study, it is particularly intriguing to analyse the 
progression of the employment rate among women nearing retirement age. This is be-
cause these women are predominantly anticipated to assume an increasing responsibility 
for the care of their own parents. As per the labour force statistics provided by the OECD 
(Table 1), the labour force participation rate of women aged between 55 and 64 in the 
European Union increased from 27.6% in 2000 to 56.3% in 2020, a difference of nearly 
30 percentage points, on average. Among the countries included in this study, the most 
significant increase in the labour market participation of women aged between 55 and 
64 was observed in the Czech Republic, Hungary, Germany, and Slovenia, all of which 
initially had a low level. Conversely, the slowest growth was noted in Switzerland, Great 
Britain, and Denmark, where the initial level was already relatively high.
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Table 1. Labour force participation rate of women 55–64 years old  
in 2000 and 2020 in some European countries. 

Labour force 
participation 
rate, women 
55–64 years 
old,  
year 2000

Labour force 
participation 
rate, women 
55–64 years 
old,  
year 2020

Change

Czech Republic 23,7 62,8 +39,1 

Hungary 13,3 50,6 +37,3 

Germany 33,5 70,1 +36,6 

Slovenia 14,1 48,5 +34,4 

Spain 22,6 55,7 +33,0 

Austria 17,6 48,8 +31,1 

European Union 27 27,6 56,3 +28,6 

Finland 45,2 73,5 +28,3 

France 27,9 54,9 +27,0 

Denmark 48,9 70,1 +21,2 

United Kingdom 43,1 63,0 +19,9 

Switzerland 51,3 70,0 +18,7 

OECD Countries 38,3 55,2 +17,0 

Source: OECD			 

As women approach their retirement age, they are not only expected to remain in the 
workforce for as long as possible, but also to carry out traditional household duties, such 
as providing intergenerational care. It is widely accepted among researchers that the pri-
mary responsibility for the informal care of older adults continues to be shouldered by 
women, be they wives, daughters, or daughters-in-law (Dykstra and Djundeva 2020, 332; 
Hämäläinen and Tanskanen 2021). This issue is becoming increasingly pressing, particu-
larly given the fact that as family sizes shrink, the pool of potential caregivers in younger 
generations diminishes, while the number of older adults requiring care is increasing. 
Consequently, it can be inferred that the willingness of women nearing retirement age to 
care for their own parents is likely to decline. This shift in attitude is likely to be mirrored 
by other family members of varying ages and life stages.

What does existing research reveal about the relationship between gender and AFR? 
One might logically infer that if women provide more assistance and support to their 
older parents than men do, they would also demonstrate a greater commitment to the 
norm of care. However, this is not always the case. Numerous studies conducted across 
different countries have highlighted that women are less committed to the norm of fil-
ial obligation than men, and women tend to have a more negative attitude towards the 
concept of filial obligation. This is particularly true in Northern and Western Europe, 
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where welfare services are readily available, and women’s participation in the workforce 
is more prevalent than in other European regions (Daatland and Herlofson 2003; Dykstra 
and Fokkema 2012; Herlofson et al. 2011). It is reasonable to assume that the trend in 
the rest of Europe is following a similar trajectory to what has already been observed in 
Northern and Western Europe, with women becoming more critical of the obligation to 
assist their parents. However, this likely pertains to the provision of help that imposes a 
significant burden on the helper.

What is the relationship between a respondent’s age and AFR variation? There are 
differing theoretical perspectives on this matter (Dykstra and Fokkema 2012). One might 
assume that the obligation to care for one’s parents peaks when parents become reliant 
on their children’s assistance. In such a scenario, middle-aged children would feel the 
strongest compulsion to aid their parents. This assumption is supported by a study carried 
out by Gans and Silverstein (2006) in the United States. However, studies from Europe 
indicate that the correlation between the age of adult children and AFR can differ from 
one country to another. It appears that in more developed welfare states, AFR support 
may decrease with age, while in less developed welfare states, it could increase with age 
(e.g., Daatland et al. 2012; Dykstra 2010).

Previous research on AFR changes over time

Research that  analyses changes in AFR over time, including longitudinally is surpris-
ingly limited. Gans and Silverstein (2006) used population-based samples gathered in 
Southern California from 1985 to 2000, finding that AFR had decreased over time. Hsu, 
Lew-Ting, and Wu (2001) found similar results using population-based samples from 
Taiwan, collected between 1984 and 1995. Using Norwegian data collected from 2002 to 
2008, Herlofson et al. (2011) also found a decrease in filial responsibility over the study 
period. However, a recent study by Wang, Wan, and Gu (2021) conducted in three south-
east regions of China did not find a significant decline in attitudes towards AFR between 
2004 and 2017. Lastly, a study by Van den Broek et al. (2015) used Dutch data from 
2002 and 2011, and highlighted a shift from the concept of ‘warm-modern care‘ (where 
both the family and state share caregiving responsibilities with egalitarian gender roles) 
to ‘cold-modern care’ (characterised by increased state responsibility, reduced family re-
sponsibility, and egalitarian gender roles).

All the studies mentioned above used data that enabled to study changes over time for 
different generations, periods and age groups . However, these studies also have their lim-
itations. For instance, the studies conducted by Gans and Silverstein (2006) and Hsu et al. 
(2001) relied on data collected many years ago, and therefore, they are unable to capture 
the most recent changes in AFR. Furthermore, a significant limitation of all these studies 
is that they are based on data from a specific region, rather than including cross-country 
data. This makes it impossible to compare regional differences in family culture and in 
types of welfare states.
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Hypotheses

Based on existing theories and prior literature in the field, we propose two hypotheses 
(H) about the AFR change in Europe in the first two decades of the 21st century. Owing 
to the process of individualism, which challenges traditional family values, and the con-
siderable increase in the participation of women in the labour force in Europe during this 
period, we hypothesise as follows:

H1. The AFR in 2017 will be  lower than it is in 2001.
H2. The AFR will decrease, especially among middle-aged women and 
women approaching retirement age, because the care obligation has tradi-
tionally been more applicable to these groups relative to others.

Data and methods

The data for this study were obtained from the cross-sectional International Social Sur-
vey Programme (ISSP) Social Networks module surveys, specifically, ‘Social Relations 
and Support Systems’, conducted in 2001, and ‘Social Networks and Social Resources’, 
conducted in 2017. Both surveys included representative samples of the population aged 
18 and above, with the exception of Denmark and Finland, where the age ranges were 15 
and above and 15–74, respectively. For a more comprehensive explanation of the ISSP 
studies, refer to Hadler, Gundl, and Vrečar (2020), Sapin et al. (2020), and the ISSP web-
site (http://www.issp.org).

The countries selected for this study were those that participated in both study waves 
and were also members of the European Union in 2017. These included Austria, the 
Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Hungary, Slovenia, Spain, Swit-
zerland, and Great Britain. The distribution of respondents by country and year of re-
sponse is presented in Table 2, and the age and gender distribution of respondents in both 
years can be found in Table 3.
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Table 2. Number of respondents by the country and the study year.
	

Year Total Response rate*

Country 2001 2017 2001 2017
Germany 1369 1701 3070 46,1 32,0

Great Britain 912 1595 2507 58,7 36,6

Austria 1011 1200 2211 65,5 51,1

Hungary 1524 1007 2531 59,6 55,6

Czech Republic 1200 1405 2605 66,1 54,6

Slovenia 1077 1047 2124 65,6 56,8

Spain 1214 1733 2947 95,2 58,3

France 1398 1489 2887 14,4 32,3

Denmark 1293 1079 2372 67,4 43,2

Switzerland 1001 1066 2067 31,8 41,2

Finland 1439 1074 2513 57,7 43,1

Total 13438 14396 27834
	
*Response rates calculated from the figures of Klein and Harkness 2001 and Sapin et al. 2019.

Table 3. Respondents by the study year, gender and age group.

Year Gender Age 
group

Total

–24 25–34 35–44 45–54 55–64 65– % N

2001 Gender Male 12,5 17,9 19,4 17,8 15,1 17,3 100 6380

Female 11,5 19,1 19,2 17,2 14,4 18,6 100 7057

Total 12,0 18,5 19,3 17,5 14,7 18,0 100 13434

2017 Gender Male 9,3 15,2 17,1 18,7 16,8 22,9 100 6974

Female 8,9 15,4 16,7 18,4 16,6 24,1 100 7422

Total 9,1 15,3 16,9 18,6 16,7 23,5 100 14396

TOTAL Gender Male 10,8 16,5 18,2 18,3 16 20,2 100 13357

Female 10,1 17,2 18,0 17,8 15,5 21,4 100 14479

Total 10,5 16,9 18,1 18 15,7 20,8 100 27833

In both surveys, participants were posed a question designed to measure the level of AFR 
in this study: ‘To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement? 
Adult children have a duty to care for their older parents?’. The response options in-
cluded: (1) strongly agree, (2) agree, (3) neither agree nor disagree, (4) disagree, and (5) 
strongly disagree. For the purposes of this study, a reverse scale was employed, indicating 
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that a high score represented positive attitudes towards the statement, and vice versa.
In this study, we analyse the mean AFRs from 2001 to 2017, taking into account vari-
ables such as country of residence, age groups, and gender. We calculated group-specific 
confidence intervals for the mean values using a t-test, and primarily present the results 
in the form of figures. These figures were generated using the statistical software SPSS 
(version 28).

Results

Our analysis commenced with the calculation of average AFRs by country for both years 
under study. These results are presented in Table 4, where countries are organised based 
on the magnitude of change. First, we discovered that, barring Great Britain, where the 
AFR demonstrated an increase in strength, all other countries exhibited a decrease in 
AFR strength, a change that was statistically significant. The decline in strength was most 
pronounced in Hungary and least noticeable in the Czech Republic.

Table 4. Attitude towards filial responsibility, means by country and study year.

Country Attitude to-
wards filial 
responsi-
bilty 2001

Attitude to-
wards filial 
responsi-
bilty 2017

Change T-test
Sig.

Hungary 4,16 3,76 -0,4 < 0.001

Finland 3,56 3,23 -0,33 < 0.001

France 4,16 3,84 -0,32 < 0.001

Denmark 3,21 2,89 -0,32 < 0.001

Switzerland 3,89 3,62 -0,27 < 0.001

Germany 3,71 3,47 -0,24 < 0.001

Spain 3,98 3,75 -0,23 < 0.001

Slovenia 3,96 3,78 -0,18 < 0.001

Austria 3,39 3,22 -0,17 < 0.001

Czech Republic 4,05 3,94 -0,11 = 0.001

Great Britain 3,29 3,47 0,18 < 0.001

Next, we categorised the countries based on the initial level of attitudes and the extent 
of the change (Figure 1), resulting in four  groups. The first group comprised Hungary 
and France, which had relatively high AFR in 2001, but the reduction in AFR has been 
quite significant. The second group included the Nordic countries, such as Denmark and 
Finland. Despite their AFR being initially low, the decrease was equivalent to that of 
Hungary and France. The third group included Switzerland, Spain, Germany, and Slove-
nia, where the initial level of AFR was average or slightly higher than the other countries, 
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and the reduction in AFR was moderate. The other countries form a mixed group. Austria  
is the only country where the initial level of AFR in 2001 was distinctly low, and the de-
crease was only minor. The Czech Republic  distinguishes itself from other countries with 
a high AFR starting level and minor change. Great Britain  is the only country where the 
the initial level of AFR was clerly low but the change of AFR was positive.

Prior to conducting in-depth investigations specific to each country, we analysed the 
variations based on the gender and age of the respondents across all 11 countries (Fig-
ure 2). First, we analysed the association between age group and AFR, which appears 
to form a U-shaped curve in both years and for both genders: Level of AFR is highest 
among young respondents, decreased among middle-aged respondents, and increased 
again among older age groups. Middle-aged women were slightly more critical of the 
duty of care than men of the same age. When we analysed the shift in attitudes between 
2001 and 2017, we observed, first, that for men, the AFR has decreased fairly uniformly 
across all age groups. For women, however, this change was observed in the oldest age 
groups, particularly those aged 55–64, but also noticeably among those over 65. More-
over, it seems that the change is not statistically significant among men aged 35–44 and 
women aged 25–44.

Figure 1. Level of AFR in 2001 and change of AFR between 2001 and 2017.
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Figure 2. AFR by the study year, gender and age of the respondents: all 11 countries. 
Error bars: 95 % CI.

Subsequently, we analysed the outcomes by country. First, we examined Hungary and 
France, both of which had a high baseline and demonstrated significant change (Figure 
3). In 2001, Hungarian men and women were strongly supportive of the duty of care, with 
the middle-aged demographic being slightly more critical than other age groups. The shift 
in attitudes appears to have taken place across both genders and all age groups, although 
it is more pronounced in men than in women. The change is marginally stronger in the 
oldest age groups compared with the younger ones. For France, we observed that even in 
2001, the AFR increased with age. The change particularly affected the attitudes of the 
oldest respondents, including both men and women.

In Denmark and Finland, the association between age and AFR was negative in 2001, 
the opposite of that observed in France (Figure 4). In Denmark, the AFR for both young 
men and women was noticeably lower in 2017 than in previous years. This is also true 
for young Finnish men. Particularly in Finland, women over the age of 55 appear to be 
more critical of the duty of care. In both countries, the association between AFR and age 
appears to be negative. This is likely a reflection of the fact that older adults in these coun-
tries are accustomed to living independently and, when necessary, have high expectations 
of public services to help them.

The third group comprises four countries with a moderate average baseline and 
change, as depicted in Figure 5. These countries include Germany, Slovenia, Spain, and 
Switzerland. A notable characteristic of these countries is the shifting attitudes, especially 
among middle-aged and older women. For instance, German and Swiss women aged
between 55 and 64 years were almost as critical of the care norm in 2017 as their
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Figure 3. AFR by the study year, gender and age of the respondents: Hungary and 
France (group one). Error bars: 95 % CI

counterparts in Denmark and Finland. Furthermore, our analysis revealed that, in 2001, 
the association between age and AFR in three of these countries formed a U-shaped 
curve, with Spain being the exception. Spain’s situation closely mirrored that of France, 
where the association was primarily linearly ascending. Even in 2017, it appears that the 
oldest age group in these countries still expects care from the younger generations, in 
contrast with the Nordic countries.
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Figure 4. AFR by the study year, gender and age of the respondents: Denmark and 
Finland (group two). Error bars: 95 % CI.
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Figure 5. AFR by the study year, gender and age of the respondents: Switzerland, Ger-
many, Spain and Slovenia (group three). Error bars: 95 % CI.
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The final three countries form a mixed group (Figure 6 ). In 2001, the Czech Republic  
demonstrated a strong acceptance of the filial responsibility norm, irrespective of the age 
or gender of the respondent, and minimal change was observed in 2017. The only notice-
able shift appears to be a decrease in acceptance among older women. Austria  exhibited 
a pattern in 2001 that was very similar to that of the Nordic countries, being quite critical 
of the AFR norm, and this decreased with age in both sexes. The most significant change 
between 2001 and 2017 was observed among young men, who demonstrated an increased 
criticism of the filial responsibility norm.
Figure 6. AFR by the study year, gender and age of the respondents: Czech Republic, 
Austria and Great Britain (mixed group). Error bars: 95 % CI.

Great Britain stands out from other nations, owing to the low initial level but clear in-
crease in the AFR between 2001 and 2017. This shift was most pronounced among wom-
en aged 35–44, but a comparable trend was also observed among men of the same age 
bracket. Note that the association between the respondent’s age and the AFR mirrors that 
in the Nordic countries for both years under examination, particularly for women: as the 
age group increased, the AFR decreased significantly. In this regard, there was no change 
in Great Britain between 2001 and 2017.

Discussion and conclusions

This study aimed to analyse the levels of AFR in 11 European countries from 2001 to 
2017, focusing on variations by respondents’ gender and age. The primary finding high-
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lights that in 2017, the level of AFR was lower than in 2001 in 10 out of the 11 countries. 
This provides ample support for our first hypothesis that the level of AFR will be lower 
in 2017 compared to 2001. However, this change was not statistically significant across 
all age groups and both genders in every country. Most notably, the change was most 
pronounced among those who traditionally bear the greatest responsibility for caring for 
their ageing parents, such as women in late middle age. This aligns with our second hy-
pothesis, which anticipated a decrease in AFR, especially among middle-aged women 
and women nearing retirement age. Moreover, the results varied among countries, and 
it is challenging to identify clear patterns from the country-specific variations in attitude 
change.

Certain social processes can be highlighted as likely to affect changes in AFR. First, 
these include variations in family cultures across different European countries and the 
ongoing changes within them. The transformation of family cultures is related to a rise in 
individualism, which parallels with economic growth and the general process of moderni-
sation. This process is associated with several phenomena, such as an increase in divorce 
rates and the emergence of new family structures. However, the most significant change 
that affects the family unit is the enhanced position of women in the labour market. In 
this regard, the shift in Europe over the past few decades has been quite dramatic, with 
developments that are unlikely to reverse. From the perspective of AFR development, 
this implies that even if individuals are willing to care for their older parents, the practical 
possibilities of taking on this demanding care responsibility are increasingly limited. In 
this context, the results currently obtained, particularly for middle-aged women, fit logi-
cally. Moreover, the normative obligations placed on the so-called Sandwich Generation 
extend not only to their parents, but also to their children and grandchildren (Hämäläinen 
and Tanskanen 2021). Owing to demographic changes, a larger proportion of women in 
late middle age have older parents and young grandchildren.

Second, we examined the welfare state’s role in the sustenance and care of older 
adults. Prior research has demonstrated that the process of modernisation is considered 
differently across various countries when developing welfare state systems (Dykstra and 
Djundeva 2020; Frericks and Höppner 2018; Ranci and Pavolini 2015). In numerous 
countries, welfare systems remain largely family-centric, operating under the assumption 
that younger generations (typically women) bear the ultimate responsibility for caring for 
their parents. Norms surrounding care persist in many societies with a traditional family 
culture. Despite the existence of traditional gender role attitudes or fears of neglecting 
or even forsaking older adults, comparative studies highlight that in countries with ex-
tensive pension coverage and well-established, efficient public services for older adults, 
communication and interaction among family members are actually more effective than 
in countries where care is primarily a family responsibility (Dykstra 2018; Daatland and 
Lowenstein 2005). Efficient welfare state systems lay the foundation for an independent 
life for both older adults and their children. Interaction is optimal when it is voluntary, 
not enforced. This study also found that in countries with robust welfare states, such as 
Denmark and Finland, even the oldest respondents (potential aid recipients) were scepti-
cal of the notion of adult children being obligated to care for their parents. Therefore, this 
research’s primary outcome provides a positive outlook for future political decision-mak-
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ing: by enhancing welfare state services, obligatory intergenerational assistance and sup-
port may decrease, while voluntary willingness for interaction and mutual aid between 
older adults and their adult children may increase.

Perhaps the most unexpected result from the current study relates to Great Britain, 
the only country where the AFR was higher in 2017 than in 2001. This shift was statis-
tically significant for women in their early middle age. Crawford Stoye, and Zaranko 
(2021) found that in England, local government funding for long-term adult care, often 
referred to as adult social care, was significantly reduced in the 2010s. According to these 
authors’ calculations, per capita spending on long-term care for individuals aged over 
65 decreased by 31% over the eight years between 2009/2010 and 2017/2018 (see also 
Fernandez, Snell, and Wistow 2013). In reality, the cuts were aimed specifically at com-
munity-based care, which includes domiciliary care provided in the recipient’s home. The 
spending reductions did not appear to affect older adults in institutional care. These cuts 
were implemented by tightening means-testing standards and increasing income limits, 
leaving a significant number of home care customers without support. Crawford et al. 
(2021) also found that reductions in public long-term care spending led to a substantial 
increase in emergency department visits by patients aged 65 and above.

Moreover, Zigante, Fernandez, and Mazzotta (2021) analysed the effect of dimin-
ishing long-term care on the degree of informal care in England, discovering that ’the 
decrease in publicly funded formal care provision was particularly associated with signif-
icant increases in high-intensity informal care provision’. This appears to highlight that 
as formal support diminishes, immediate family members of older adults are compelled 
to augment informal support. This could explain why there was a discernible positive 
change in AFR in Great Britain. If this is the case, it could be argued that when assistance 
from society diminishes, necessity becomes a virtue. To verify this, additional research 
and more comprehensive European data on the provision of formal care and its effect on 
AFR are required.

This study boasts numerous strengths. First, it includes a comparison of 11 countries, 
allowing for the observation of AFR development across various European societies. 
Second, we have analysed shifts in attitudes from 2001 to 2017, a period during which the 
ageing process in European societies advanced significantly, and we were able to identify 
notable differences among countries. Third, we have conducted analyses based on both 
gender and age groups, an approach seldom used. These analyses highlight that changes 
in AFR are most common among middle-aged women.

However, our study is not without its limitations. The findings are based on a com-
parison of two points in time, which may overlook a potential generational effect. Fur-
thermore, AFR was measured using a single question. It is plausible that the attitudes 
under investigation have multiple dimensions that a single question cannot fully capture. 
Research that has employed multiple items to measure AFR has considered the inten-
sity of social support provided. In general, individuals are most willing to commit to 
giving and receiving assistance that does not foster excessive interdependence between 
parties. However, when AFR is measured using multiple items (Dykstra and Fokkema 
2012; Gans and Silverstein 2006; Wang et al. 2021), the correlations between items have 
been notably high. This suggests that the single-question measure we used in this study 
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may accurately represent the change in AFR across different countries and demographic 
groups. Nevertheless, future studies that employ additional AFR measures should use a 
sum variable composed of multiple items as the dependent variable.

Finally, we can ask:  What is the societal significance of filial attitudes in terms of 
providing social assistance and support to older generations. Some studies have assumed 
that the positive attitude of adult children towards filial responsibilty leads to an increase 
in social support and assistance for older generations (e.g. Dykstra 2010; Silverstein et al. 
2006; Haberkern et al. 2015). If the assumption were true, the result of our study would 
mean that the informal social support provided by adult children to their aging parents 
would be declining in the future. However, the results of the research seem controversial 
in this respect.

Three recent studies have offered differing responses to a crucial question. Chappell 
and Funk (2012) carried out research involving various cultural groups in Canada, and 
their findings offered only limited evidence to affirm the idea that an increased focus on 
filial obligations leads to more support being provided. Vangen and Herlofson (2023) 
analysed longitudinal data from Norway, finding that the level of AFR did not sufficiently 
explain the amount of social support given. Lastly, Diederich, König, and Brettschneider 
(2023) examined the German Family Panel, demonstrating that positive attitudes towards 
filial norms were indeed passed from parents to their children. Moreover, these attitudes 
were found to enhance the support provided across generations. As a result, it becomes 
clear that additional research is necessary to further our understanding of the relationship 
between attitudes concerning filial obligations and behaviours related to assistance and 
support.
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