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ABSTRACT Intergenerational differences are the differences in the perception of the members of two generations co-residing
together for years under one shelter. The study aimed to investigate the differences in the perceived conflict as reported by the
members of the two generations co-residing viz. fathers-in-law, mothers-in-law comprising first generation and sons and daughters-
in-law comprising second generation. A sample of 240 respondents (N=60 families) was selected comprising of fathers-in-law
(30), mothers-in-law (30), sons (30) and daughters-in-law (30) drawn from the families where daughter-in-law was working,
thus making a sample of 120 respondents from families with working daughter-in-law (n

1
=30 families).  In the same manner,

120 respondents were drawn from families where daughter-in-law was non-working (n
2
= 30 families). All the four members

were interviewed and dyads were analyzed to investigate intergenerational differences. Results showed that all the members of
‘non-working’ daughter-in-law families reported more conflict in their families in comparison to those from ‘working’ daughter-
in-law families.

INTRODUCTION

One of the most significant demographic
changes of our time is the rapidly expanding
number of older adults in the world population.
The number of people aged 60 and more in the
world is projected to be more than triple in the
next half century, from 593 million to 1.97 bil-
lion, increasing the share of older people in the
population 10 to 22 per cent (UNFPA 2002). By
2025, one in seven of the world’s inhabitants
will be at least 60 years of age. Nearly two-thirds
of this population will be accounted for by Asia
and the Pacific. Owing to the rapid international
diffusion of medical advances and decline in
fertility, the rate at which populations are aging
in developing countries is much faster than ob-
served in the industrial countries (United Na-
tions 1996). Older persons in India are expected
to number around 124 million by 2020 whereas
the old-old persons (70 years and above) will
account for 47 million. This increased life ex-
pectancy has given a scope for the young and
old to live together for more years (Hagestad
2000). Due to increased longevity a majority of
parents and their children will experience sev-
eral decades of their lives together (Dykstra and
Gierveld 2004). Because of a higher vulnerabil-
ity of old people for chronic diseases, intergen-
erational relationships and care giving seem to

become central developmental issues in old age
(Bradley and Cafferty 2001).

The family, in its diverse forms and struc-
tures, is a fundamental unit of society linking
the generations, preparing its younger members
for active and productive adulthood and pro-
viding support for its older members. Its ties
have been the most intimate and long-lasting,
where the aged have relied for greatest security.
Even today, families continue to provide care,
sometimes prolonged care, to older people.
Chekki (1996) argued that despite forces of ur-
banization and industrialization which have had
a significant impact on the traditional Indian
family, the modified extended family is preferred
and continues to prevail in modern India. In
the absence of any extra familial welfare sys-
tem, most elderly persons in India tend to co-
reside with children.

When sons continue living with their par-
ents, even after marriage, the family becomes
multigenerational where different generations
of individuals are constantly interacting with
each other. These intergenerational bonds are
perhaps the most stable and enduring ties people
experience in our rapidly changing world. At
the same time, social norms for how these rela-
tionships “should” be conducted have weakened,
and many parents and adult children are strug-
gling to understand their roles and responsibili-
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ties toward one another. Coupled with this tran-
sition is the fact that the most of the families
are residing in a multi-generational household
permitting constant interaction among cross-
generational members (Chadha and Malik
2004). At such times, when these members in-
teract with each other while living together,
there are always certain issues which are per-
ceived as ‘good’ by some members while the
same are viewed as ‘bad’ for the other mem-
bers. The members hold some expectations from
each other, but when these expectations are not
met, conflicts are bound to follow. Conflict is
an integral part of most human development
theories (Shantz 1987), and researching the
benefits of this behavior can yield a better un-
derstanding of human relationships.

Another demographic change that our soci-
ety is facing is the increasing work force par-
ticipation of women especially from the middle
class families. The percentage of educated
women job seekers among the total educated job
seekers witnessed an increase from 72.6% in
1993 to 74.6% in 2002 (Directorate General of
Employment and Training, Ministry of Labour,
Govt. of India 2002). So, these days women are
entering into employment sector not only be-
cause of economic compulsion as in earlier times
but also because of their desire for self-expres-
sion and having an independent identity which
is a resultant of their being educated. Educa-
tion and employment has brought about self-
reliance, confidence and a sense of identity in
the women. As a result of being educated and
employed, they are now better turned out, out-
going, open to new ideas, well-informed and
aware of their rights and surroundings. They
can identify and cope with their problems bet-
ter as they have lot of exposure and access to
the world. They are much of their own indi-
vidual now, on the road to emancipation (Singh
et al. 2006). They have acquired certain level of
mental maturity and psychological strength for
making options for the choice, assuming respon-
sibility for their decision and moving ahead in
life independently and efficiently. They have
moved from a life of drudgery to a new arrange-
ment of things. Given the new set of roles and
family structures, these women have adapted to
this challenging task with aplomb.

The research papers reviewed on the topic
reflected that the researches done on this par-
ticular aspect are from western origin, depict-
ing lack of data from developing countries where

parents still live with their adult children.
Though the studies provide useful theoretical
and empirical information regarding intergen-
erational solidarity, its generalizability seems to
be limited because of unavailability of published
empirical evidence on this issue from the de-
veloping countries.

Most family researchers focus on primary
family relationships rather than secondary or
quasi-kin or quasi-maternal relationships such
as mother-in-law and daughter-in-law relation-
ships. In such studies, perception of only one
generation either of parents or their children has
been taken whilst the researches themselves
stress the need of conducting studies by taking
both of the co-residing generation’s perceptions
on various familial issues.

Keeping in view the demographic changes
that must have brought significant changes in
the functioning of families and the research gaps
observed, the study was planned with twofold
objectives: first, to examine the congruence be-
tween members of each generation living to-
gether regarding their perception of conflict in
their families. And second that does the percep-
tion of conflict, of members of both the genera-
tions in the families, varies with work status of
women (refers to daughter-in-law) in the fam-
ily? Information was based on reports from the
members of two generations in the dyad. The
perspective of both the generations was taken
and dyadic analysis was carried out for probing
intergenerational differences in perceived con-
flict as co-residing parents and adult children
may perceive same issue differently in their
families.

METHODOLOGY

Sample and its Selection

The sample was confined to upper-middle
socio-economic status families of Ludhiana city.
The sample for the study included those fami-
lies who satisfied the following inclusion crite-
ria:
i. The selected family should be essentially

intergenerational where parents and adult
married son is co-residing at least for the
last two year.

ii. The age of the elderly parents should be
60-75 years.

iii. The length of marriage of the adult son
should be at least three years.
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iv. All members of the family should be
apparently healthy-physically and mentally.

The sample for the study comprised of 60
families. The sample constituted of fathers-in-
law (30), mothers-in-law (30), sons (30) and
daughters-in-law (30) drawn from the families
where daughter-in-law was working, thus mak-
ing a sample of 120 respondents from families
with working daughter-in-law (n

1
=30).  In the

same manner, 120 respondents were drawn from
families where daughter-in-law was non-work-

ing (n
2
= 30); thus making the total respondents

for the study as 240. Figure 1 shows a clear de-
scription of the division of sampled families for
the present study.

Research Instruments Used

The socio- economic status of the respondents
was determined by administering standardized
Socio Economic Status Scale by Bhardwaj
(2001). Conflict was assessed by using one of

Fig. 1. Sampling design
Note: MIL: Mother-in-law; FIL: Father-in-law; DIL: Daughter-in-law; S: Son
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the subsets of Family Environment scale by
Bhatia and Chadha (1993) which was modified
by deleting some items and by adding various
issues of familial conflict generally observed in
the families (reliability coefficient : 0.81) as per
the objectives of the study.

Collection of Data

The subjects were personally contacted, the
purpose of the visit was explained and the req-
uisite information as per the study proforma was
gathered. Each respondent was assured that the
information provided would be kept confiden-
tial. Each member of the family was interviewed
separately after taking prior appointments in
order to maintain reliability of information gath-
ered. The data were analyzed statistically in line
with the objectives of the study.

Statistical Analysis

The collected data were classified and tabu-
lated in accordance with the objectives to arrive
at the meaningful and relevant inferences by
using arithmetic mean and student’s t–test.

RESULTS

Conflict, for the study, has been defined op-
erationally as the amount of openly expressed
aggression and conflict among family members
while co-residing with each other and the lack
of disagreement expressed in the family in an
issue or two. Table 1 puts forth the differences
among the members of first generation that is,
fathers-in-law and mothers-in-law and second
generation that is, sons and daughters-in-law
in their perception of conflict.

Table 1: Inter-generational difference in mean scores for conflict across families with working and non-working
daughter-in-law

Intergenerational differences in perceived conflict

Comparisons between members of Families with working Families with non-working
generation-one and two(dyads) daughter-in-law daughter-in-law

Sig. of Difference Sig. of Difference
difference(p-value) in mean scores difference(p-value) in mean scores

Fathers-in-law-Sons <*    (0.0301) -4.20 NS (0.2876) -2.37
Fathers-in-law-Daughters-in-law NS (0.9424) -0.17 NS (0.4514) -1.13
Mothers-in-law-Sons NS (0.1021) -3.80 NS (0.8311) -0.50
Mothers-in-law-Daughters-in-law NS (0.9298) 0.23 NS (0.6640) 0.73

<*significant differences at 95% confidence level     NS: Non-significant difference

The data presented in Table 1 shows that
intergenerational differences were observed as
significant (p<0.05) in fathers-in-law and sons
dyad in families with working daughter-in-law.
It is noteworthy that sons reported for perceiv-
ing more conflict in their families in compari-
son to their fathers. Rest of the dyads did not
vary in their perception. In families with non-
working daughter-in-law, the differences were
observed as non-significant. In the families with
non-working daughter-in-law, all the dyads
showed concordance in their perception of con-
flict.

Table 2 shows the difference in conflict per-
ceived by members of first and second genera-
tion with respect to work status of daughter-in-
law in the families. The probability values were
derived on the basis of student’s t-test employed
on the mean scores for conflict perceived by
members of both generations of families with
working and non-working daughter-in-law. Dif-
ference in mean score was derived by subtract-
ing the mean score for perceived conflict by
members of non-working daughter-in-law fami-
lies from the mean score for conflict of mem-
bers of working daughter-in-law families.

Data shows that all the members varied sig-
nificantly (p<0.05) in their perception of con-
flict when work status of daughter-in-law was
taken into account. The results showed that all
the members of families with ‘non-working’
daughter-in-law reported more conflict in their
families in comparison to those from ‘working’
daughter-in-law families. The families where
daughter-in-law was non-working, more con-
flict was perceived by all the members that is,
fathers-in-law, mothers-in-law, sons and daugh-
ters-in-law when compared to their respective
counterparts of ‘working’ daughter-in-law fami-
lies.
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DISCUSSION

The results of the present study reveal in-
congruence in the perceived conflict reported
by both the generations in families of working
and non-working women where parents co-re-
side with adult married son and her wife. All
the members in the families with ‘non-work-
ing’ daughter-in-law reported more conflict than
their counterparts in families with ‘working’
daughter-in-law. From such daughters-in-law
who are non-working, parents-in-law as well as
their husbands also expect more in comparison
to those who are working. Non-working daugh-
ter-in-law is expected to play perfectly all the
conventional roles of housekeeping as well as
kin keeping.

Whereas working daughter-in-law earns and
thus contributes to financial status of the fam-
ily. Women today are a necessary and perma-
nent part of the labor force, and their income
has become critical to even a minimal mainte-
nance of living standards for working-class
households. While wages have stagnated over
the last thirty years, women’s work has helped
to fill the gap.

By virtue of their working status, daughters-
in-law may also get some help at home by their
in-laws and husbands too. Study by Joshi (1999)
revealed that majority of the households where
wives were engaged in outdoor employment,
husbands extended a helping hand in the per-
formance of household chores. Similar finding
was reported by Hood (1983) who stated that
wives’ employment was associated with more
equal sharing of child care, more shared inter-
ests and spouse’s greater interest in each other
as individuals and confidantes, whereas, this was
not the case when compared with traditional
families wherein women were non-employed.

The evidences clearly support that being a con-
tributor to family’s income; the domestic role
expectations become loose for working women.

If we look at the interaction pattern and its
frequency, the families in which daughter-in-
law does not work, family members remain to-
gether for more time, more are the interactions
and verbal exchanges which may increase the
chances of friction in the families and more are
the expectations too which if not met, conflicts
are bound to follow. While in families where
daughter-in-law is working, she remains out-
side the home for at least 6 to 8 hours. At work
place, she gets opportunity to meet with people
outside the family ties. This exposure to outside
world for a fixed period of time may shift the
focus of the women from the daily family feuds,
disagreements and other issues, and hence may
report less conflict.

CONCLUSION

The study attempted to investigate the con-
cordance in the perception of parents/parents-
in-law and their married sons and daughters-
in-law regarding conflict experienced in their
families while they co-reside. Along with this,
the difference in their perception with respect
to work status of daughter-in-law was also in-
vestigated. As far as intergenerational differ-
ences in conflict were concerned, it was found
that fathers-in-law and sons differed in their
perception in the families with working daugh-
ter-in-law while in families where daughter-in-
law were non-working, no such incongruence
was observed. With reference to work status of
daughter-in-law, all the members of first and
second generation of families, where daughter-
in-law was not working, showed more conflict
than their respective counterparts of families
where daughter-in-law was working.

Table 2: Differences in mean scores for conflict in families with working and non-working daughter-in-law

Members of generation- Difference in mean scores for conflict in the families with working and non-working women
one and two

Family with Family with
Working DIL Non-working DIL

Fathers-in-law 58.93 65.30 <* (0.0005) -6.37
Mothers-in-law 59.33 67.17 <* (0.0012) -7.83
Sons 63.13 67.67 <* (0.0566) -4.53
Daughters-in-law 59.10 66.43 <*(0.0011) -7.33

<* significant difference at 95% confidence level

Mean scores for conflict Sig. of difference Difference in
(p-value) mean scores

(‘working’-
‘non-working’)
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NOTES

• For the present study, Fathers-in-law are the fathers of
the sons and fathers-in-law of the son’s wife (daughter-
in-law).

• Mothers-in-law are mothers of son and mothers-in-law
of son’s wife (daughter-in-law).
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