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Introduction

It has been observed globally that the average life expectancy of human beings has significantly 

increased over the years. According to WHO data from 2021, the average life expectancy of an Indian citizen is 

approximately 67.3 years. This improvement can largely be attributed to advancements in healthcare facilities, 

better sanitation, and access to medical resources, all of which have contributed to a rise in the number of 

individuals living beyond the age of 60 years. As per a report published in July 2022, India has approximately 

149 million older adults, constituting 10.5% of its total population. This demographic is projected to double 

by 2050, reaching an estimated 347 million, which will account for 20% of the overall population. This shift 

will result in older adults outnumbering children, transitioning India from a relatively young society to one 

that is rapidly aging (India’s Elderly Population to Outstrip Children by 2050, Warns Report | Today News, 

n.d.). This population surge also brings with it a marked increase in the prevalence of non-communicable 

diseases among the elderly, including cardiovascular diseases, diabetes mellitus, arthritis, dementia, and other 

chronic conditions. Research has shown that with every additional five years of life expectancy, the number 

of people living with dementia doubles(Brijnath, 2012). This trend underscores the urgent need to bolster 

support systems for the aging population, encompassing both healthcare and social security measures.

In a country like India, where social security systems and health schemes remain relatively 

underdeveloped compared to global standards, the challenge of catering to the growing elderly population is 

further exacerbated. These systems often lack the infrastructure and funding required to adequately support 

the physical and mental well-being of older adults, leaving a significant gap in care delivery. This brings us 

to critical questions: Who will bear the responsibility for providing care to the elderly? It is imperative to 

establish sustainable frameworks that balance familial, societal, and governmental responsibilities to meet the 

evolving needs of India’s aging population effectively.
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The cultural aspects influencing role of family in caregiving for elderly in India

India is a collectivistic society where the values of bonding, harmony, and interdependence are deeply 

ingrained in its cultural fabric (Chadda). The traditional Indian family system has long been characterized 

by the prevalence of joint families, where multiple generations live together under the same roof. This system 

has historically played a crucial role in facilitating the physical, financial, and psychological care of elderly 

members, creating a framework for intergenerational support and ensuring social stability. Culturally, Indians 

hold their elderly parents in the highest regard, often revering them as divine figures, a belief deeply rooted in 

tradition and spirituality (Gambirananda, as cited in Jyotsna). Indian scriptures teach values that reinforce this 

reverence, with prayers such as “Maatru Devo Bhava, Pitru Devo Bhava”—translating to “Mother is God, Father 

is God”—recited from childhood. These teachings instil in individuals a profound sense of duty and respect 

toward their parents, equating their care to a sacred responsibility. For generations, Indians have embraced the 

responsibility of caring for their aging parents as a moral obligation rather than an imposed duty. Concepts like 

filial piety and informal caregiving, which have gained prominence in academic discourse, have been inherently 

practiced in Indian society for centuries. This cultural ethos is intertwined with the philosophy of Karma 

(the principle of actions and their consequences) and Dharma (the righteous way of living). These principles 

emphasize that good deeds, such as caring for one’s parents, contribute to moral and spiritual fulfilment, with 

positive outcomes extending beyond the present life (i.e. after death). 

The traditional Indian joint family system has historically offered a model of mutual benefit and 

interdependence, where the roles and responsibilities of family members are seamlessly distributed. This 

arrangement not only ensures the well-being of each family member but also fosters a sense of community and 

shared purpose within the household.

In such families, adult males typically assume the role of primary breadwinners, contributing financially 

to meet the household's needs. Women, on the other hand, traditionally manage domestic responsibilities, 

including household chores, caregiving for children, and attending to the needs of elderly family members. 

This division of labour enables a well-balanced system where each individual plays a vital role in sustaining the 

family unit. The elderly, often considered the custodians of wisdom and life experience, contribute significantly 

by guiding younger family members and offering emotional support. Their interactions with children are 

particularly valuable, as they engage them in storytelling, traditional songs, and cultural practices, fostering a 

sense of identity and continuity. These interactions not only enrich the lives of the children but also provide 

the elderly with a sense of purpose and fulfilment. Grandparents often act as caregivers for children when 

the women in the family are occupied with household duties. This allows for a nurturing environment where 
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children grow up with a strong sense of familial bonds and values. Simultaneously, the elderly benefit from the 

care and respect they receive from their adult children, which ensures their physical and emotional well-being. 

The system also fosters intergenerational learning and exchange of knowledge. Young members benefit from the 

wisdom and experience of their elders, while the elderly find themselves engaged and valued, reducing feelings 

of isolation and loneliness that are common in older age. This reciprocal arrangement creates a harmonious 

household where every member feels supported and integral to the family's functioning.

Apart from the effect of responsibility towards family members, the concept of living together has been 

mutually beneficial to all. The adults, especially the males are the earning members of the family, the women 

take care of household chores, children and elderly. The elderly engage with children when the women are 

busy with their chores. The grandparents engage the kids with songs, stories and other activities. The elderly 

are considered wise and have better life experience and guide the youngsters, while they are well taken care of 

by their children. 

Thus, in Indian culture, caregiving for elderly parents is not merely an act of duty but a holistic practice 

rooted in spiritual beliefs, ethical values, and cultural traditions. This practice, while still prevalent in many 

parts of the country, faces challenges due to the evolving societal structure, urban migration, and the rise 

of nuclear families. Nevertheless, the foundation of respect and reverence for elders continues to shape how 

care is perceived and provided in India, ensuring that these deeply embedded cultural values persist amidst 

changing times.

The current trends in care giving of older adults in India

Over the past few decades, India has witnessed rapid urbanization, characterized by significant migration 

from rural areas to urban centres in search of better employment opportunities, education, and improved 

living conditions. This large-scale migration, coupled with changes in social roles—such as the increasing 

number of women joining the workforce—has had a profound impact on family dynamics and caregiving 

roles, particularly with regard to the care of elderly family members. The combination of demanding work 

hours, geographic mobility, and shifting societal attitudes has created more complex and challenging situations 

for eldercare.

Traditionally, joint families were the predominant living arrangement in India, offering a robust support 

system for older adults. However, this trend has drastically declined. Recent data indicates that only about 15% 

of Indian families now live in joint family setups, a significant drop from past figures(“Supplemented Nuclear” 

Families Make 16% of Indian Households | India News - Times of India, n.d.). According to a nationwide 

survey by the Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation (MoSPI), 50.83% of Indians live with 
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their spouse and children, while 28.2% live without a spouse but with children. Another study reports that 

43.5% live with their spouse and children, and 26.7% reside with children and others(Kandapan et al., 2023). 

These findings illustrate a growing trend toward nuclear families, even as many older adults continue to receive 

support from their children. 

In India, the government plays a limited role in the treatment and care of the elderly. A study by 

Building Knowledge Base on Population Ageing in India (BKPAI 2012) revealed that only 24% to 42% of 

elderly individuals with chronic conditions and around 41% with acute illnesses sought treatment in public 

hospitals. In India approximately 26.2% of older adults have some kind of health insurance coverage (LASI). 

Even though public hospitals offer free treatment, families often bear the financial burden of healthcare. The 

cost of transportation, out-of-pocket expenses for medications, and informal payments significantly raise the 

overall expenses, making treatment unaffordable for many older adults (Balagopal, 2009). For most elderly 

households, healthcare costs are primarily borne by family members, with children contributing a substantial 

share of these expenses which puts them under physical, emotional and financial stress(Brijnath, 2012). The 

responsibility of eldercare in India predominantly rests on family members due to two primary factors. First, 

there is a significant lack of affordable institutional care facilities, both public and private. Second, societal 

norms stigmatize institutional eldercare as shirking familial duties, with such actions often viewed as bringing 

shame to the family(Evans et al., 2011). 

Urbanization and increased geographic mobility often result in children moving to different cities or 

countries for work. Consequently, many elderly individuals live alone or rely on caretakers, depending on the 

family’s financial capacity. This shift has led to an evolution in caregiving practices, with a growing emphasis on 

maintaining connections and providing support digitally. Children often stay in touch through regular audio 

and video calls, plan vacations together, manage finances of their older parents, and coordinate healthcare 

remotely. Activities such as booking medical appointments, monitoring health status online, and ensuring 

essential services are in place allow children to fulfil their responsibilities despite physical distance. These 

efforts not only help alleviate feelings of guilt among children but also provide reassurance to aging parents.

In urban areas, the availability of eldercare facilities, including assisted living homes, hospice care, 

and community-based day-care centres, has increased. These institutions offer essential healthcare, social 

engagement, and psychological support, contributing significantly to the well-being of their residents. However, 

such facilities often remain financially inaccessible for many families, and their availability in rural areas is still 

limited (UNFPA India | India Ageing Report 2023 Unveils Insights into Elderly Care Challenges and Solutions, 

n.d.). Addressing these disparities will require coordinated efforts to ensure equitable eldercare across diverse 
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socio-economic and geographic contexts. 

In India, the role of caring is not a moral responsibility alone, but a legal obligation as well. The 

Maintenance and Welfare of Parents and Senior Citizens Act, 2007(Ministry of Law and Justice: The Mental 

Health Care... - Google Scholar, n.d.), is a pivotal law in India that establishes the legal obligation of adult 

children to support their elderly parents. It ensures provisions for the maintenance and welfare of parents 

and senior citizens are more effective. The Act mandates that adult children, including biological, adoptive, 

and stepchildren, are legally responsible for the care and financial support of their parents. This legislation 

aims to address the challenges of neglect and ensure that older adults receive the necessary care and dignity 

in their later years. Parents who are not receiving proper maintenance or support from their adult children 

have the right to seek recourse under Section 125 of the Criminal Procedure Code (CrPC)(CrPC Section 

125 - Order for Maintenance of Wives, Children and Parents | Devgan.In, n.d.). The same has been seplaced 

by Bharatiya Nagarik Suraksha Sanhita, 2023 Section 144, and has been in commencement since July 2024. If 

there is adequate  evidence of neglect or refusal by their children, a Magistrate may order the adult children to 

pay a monthly allowance to support their parents. The amount of this allowance is determined based on the 

Magistrate’s discretion and the specific circumstances of the case. This legal provision aims to safeguard the 

financial well-being and dignity of elderly parents by ensuring they are adequately cared for. If a child neglects 

or refuses to pay the monthly allowance as directed, the Magistrate can enforce the order by sentencing the 

defaulter to imprisonment, or until the payment is made. 

Conclusion

In conclusion, the role of families in maintaining the well-being of aging adults in India remains a 

cornerstone of eldercare, deeply rooted in cultural and spiritual values. However, the shifting societal structures 

and challenges posed by urbanization highlight the need for evolving support systems. Strengthening legal 

frameworks, expanding affordable healthcare, and promoting community-based caregiving models are 

essential steps forward. By balancing tradition with modernization, India can ensure its aging population is 

cared for with dignity and respect.
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