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2. Adult children as an important 
source of help for their elderly par-
ents? Different attitudes toward in-
formal help in Spain and Sweden 
 
Lena Karlsson 
 

Abstract 
The extent to which relatives and adult children can help and assist 
elderly in the future, has been outlined as one of the major chal-
lenges to handle in the ageing society. In this article, attitudes to-
wards adult children helping their elderly parents were compared 
between two countries (Spain and Sweden), described as belonging 
to a strong and a weak family area. This study takes its point of de-
parture from the intergenerational ambivalence perspective, con-
trasting intergenerational solidarity with self-interests. The source 
material is derived from the International Social Survey Progamme 
in 2012. The analysis reveals that a vast majority of Swedish and 
Spanish citizens perceived that adult children are an important 
source of help. In both countries, respondent’s age contributed to 
the differences in attitudes toward informal help, where individuals 
aged 50-64 years old to a lesser extent perceived adult children as 
an important source of help. Regarding gender, the results shows 
that the more time women spent taking care of the elderly, sick, 
and children, the less positive their attitudes were toward the 
statement that adult children are an important source of help.  The 
study concludes that the farther one is from actually fulfilling the 
caregiver role and the lower the expectation is to actually help age-
ing parents, the stronger the attitude is toward informal help, and 
vice versa. The study stresses the importance of more research in 
this area, especially from an intersectional and comparative per-
spective. 
 
Keywords: Age, gender, social class, social care, intergeneration-
al solidarity, informal help, social policy. 
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Introduction 
The demographic trend of declining birth rates and ageing populations will 

cause demographic challenges for all European countries. The ageing popula-

tion will increase demands for eldercare and create challenges for social welfare 

systems, as well as for families. Today, Sweden has one of the oldest populations 

in the world, and the number of people aged 80 and over is set to almost double 

over a 20-year period (Statistics Sweden [SCB]). In this article, I compare atti-

tudes toward adult children’s assisting their elderly parents in two European 

countries: Sweden and Spain.  

 These two countries have been selected because they represent two ends of 

the “family spectrum” of Europe: Sweden is seen as belonging to a weak family 

area, and Spain to a strong one. In countries characterized as belonging to a 

strong family area, family ties (between parents, children, and siblings) persist 

over family members’ life course—for example, adult children live near their 

parents after marriage, the parents take care of grandchildren, and adult chil-

dren take care of their ageing parents (Dalla Zuanna 2001; Reher 1998). The 

opposite is true in weak family areas: family ties become progressively weaker 

after early adulthood; children leave their childhood families, live alone or start 

“new” families, and more seldom care for their ageing parents (Dalla Zuanna 

2001; Reher 1998). These differences within Europe have been interpreted as 

working in tandem with familialistic versus individualistic cultural norms and 

attitudes (Kalmijn & Saraceno 2008). Intergenerational solidarity is the main 

concept used to describe the emotional cohesion between generations, and the 

magnitude of intergenerational solidarity is often considered greater in stronger 

family areas (Silverstein et al. 2012).  

 The influence of an ageing society on intergenerational solidarity has been 

discussed from several different viewpoints. Some perceive that the demograph-

ic turn will strengthen intergenerational solidarity, fostering a new family struc-

ture that contains more generations but fewer members from each —what has 

been called the “bean family” (Bengtson & Achenbaum 1993). From an inter-

generational-conflict perspective, others have pointed toward weaker intergen-

erational solidarity (Everingham 2003). Between these two perspectives is that 

of intergenerational ambivalence, which perceives intergenerational ties as 

complex and imbedded with ambivalence about caring (Lendon, Silverstein & 

Giarrusso 2014). These perspectives will be further explained in a later section, 

along with the hypotheses to be tested.  
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From previous research, we know that Spanish citizens practice informal help 

(more hours spent each week helping and taking care of relatives) more than 

their Swedish counterparts do (Caїs & Folguera 2013; National Board of Health 

and Welfare 2012). In this article, the aim is to study attitudes toward informal 

help in Sweden and Spain with special attention to age and gender and to relate 

those attitudes to the concept of intergenerational solidarity. The main ques-

tions to be analyzed are these:  

 

(1) In what way do Sweden and Spain differ in attitudes toward informal 

help (adult children assisting their elderly parents)?  

(2) How do those attitudes correspond to age and gender?  

(3) If Spain is seen as a more familialistic country, are individuals more 

familialistic in their attitudes?  

(4) If so, can one best understand the differences as expressions of funda-

mental values that differ between these two countries, or do intergenera-

tional solidarity and attitudes depend on the societal and cultural context?  
 

Compared to the first two questions, the last two are more theoretical in charac-

ter; they are therefore discussed in the section of this paper that presents the 

hypotheses and in its conclusion. 

Conceptual framework and previous research  
First, it is important to highlight a difference between the concept studied here, 

help, as opposed to another common concept, care. Whereas care follows needs, 

help tends to constitute more sporadic assistance provided when the giver has 

the opportunity (Brandt, Haberkern & Szydlik 2009). Nonetheless, many previ-

ous studies have used help and care interchangeably even though frequency and 

type of activity differ. For example, care is mainly provided when a parent is 

frail and in poor health, and is given on a more regular basis (e.g., physical 

care), whereas help, or assistance, is provide more occasionally (shopping, 

housecleaning, etc.) (ibid.). From the perspective of the elderly, everyday situa-

tions often involve a mix of both care and help, as well as different actors in the 

“care puzzle” (Szebehely 2004). In Europe, about three times as many adult 

children help their elderly parents as provide physical care on a regular basis 

(Brandt, Haberkern & Szydlik 2009). Research comparing the levels of care and 
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help between countries reveals that the two types of assistance are negatively re-

lated: countries with high care levels show low help levels, and vice versa (ibid). 

As for the care aspect of assistance, warnings have been issued that relatives and 

adult children in the future will not be as able to provide help as they are now, 

as a consequence of both the ageing population (more people in need) and a 

combination of decreased fertility and increased labor-market participation 

(fewer potential help providers) (Brandt, Haberkern & Szydlik 2009). Alongside 

these concerns, the interest and importance accorded to informal help and care 

have increased among politicians and administrators, emanating from ideologi-

cal and financial changes within welfare states (Jegermalm & Jeppsson Grass-

man 2012). 

Intergenerational solidarity 
The concept of intergenerational solidarity was formulated by Bengtson and col-

leagues in the 1990s in relation to their intergenerational-solidarity paradigm, 

which defines and measures a set of attitudes, values, behaviors, and structural 

arrangements that unify generations (Hodgkin 2014; Roberts, Richards & 

Bengtson 1991). Since then, the commonly used definition of intergenerational 

solidarity has come to reflect emotional cohesion between generations (Silver-

stein et al. 2012).  

 Previous research regarding intergenerational support, or intergenerational 

solidarity, has often followed one or more of these three dimensions: (1) pat-

terns of family formation and family living, (2) family norms, and (3) welfare-

state patterns. According to the elderly, the first dimensions differ by country 

with regard to how often the elderly live by themselves or with children and 

grandchildren. The second dimension explains differences between countries 

according to norms, values, and traditions. In this respect, individuals in more 

familialistic countries (e.g., Spain) are expected to hold stronger norms and atti-

tudes that favor supporting one’s parents in case of need, as compared to less 

familialistic countries (e.g. Sweden). In the latter, norms supporting autonomy 

and independence are expected to be stronger; this may be seen as a higher pro-

portion of the elderly wanting to remain independent and to avoid burdening 

their adult children (Lowenstein & Daatland 2006). Third, and following the in-

terdependence between family and welfare-state regimes and policies, research 

has shown that in countries with more-generous public services and benefits 
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(like Sweden), the utility of intergenerational relations tends to be weaker (e.g., 

Daatland & Lowenstein 2005).  

 Intergenerational solidarity can be expressed through generational con-
tracts in different ways—for example, through attitudes toward taxes, where 

members of the working population support the young and the old and in turn 

expect support when they become old or have children (e.g., Svallfors 2008). 

Public obligations toward the older population have proved to be especially 

deeply ingrained in societies (ibid.) Compared to childcare, a policy area that is 

of direct material self-interest to those who have small children and to those 

who expect to have children in the future, eldercare is a policy area of direct ma-

terial self-interest to the elderly and of indirect interest to younger individuals 

with a long-term horizon—that is, those who expect to need eldercare in the fu-

ture (Goerres & Tepe 2012).  

 The concepts of informal solidarity and generational contract are similar to 

the concept of moral economy: a system of mutual expectations and reciprocity 

norms that bind rulers and populations and groups within a population 

(Svallfors 2008; Mau 2003). For example, the elderly are willing to pay for 

younger children through taxes because they believe that they can receive help 

and support in return (Goerres & Tepe 2010).  

Intergenerational solidarity expressed on different levels  
How intergenerational solidarity is expressed depends on a variety of factors on 

different levels, both within the family (the actual needs of the recipients, op-

portunities of the givers, etc.) and in societal and cultural contexts (economic 

and tax system, welfare systems, labor market, norms and attitudes) (Brandt, 

Haberkern & Szydlik 2009; Lowenstein & Ogg 2003).  

 Within the private sphere, the interpersonal relationships among family 

members follow a process of mutual exchange and reciprocity. Between the gen-

erations within a family, an implicit contract (generational contract) is thought 

to influence expectations between family members (generations) (Gouldner 

1960). Parents are expected to invest resources in their children when they are 

small and growing up, and when parents become elderly they expect their adult 

children to reinvest in their wealth and health through informal help and care. 

On this individual level, the impact of intergenerational solidarity on prefer-

ences toward family care has been questioned.  
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Whereas many studies have focused on contextual factors, previous research 

has shown that is it the amount of satisfaction with one’s family relations that 

really matter. In their Spanish study, Caїs and Folguera showed that the higher 

one’s satisfaction, the greater the probability that one will prefer family care; 

likewise, the lower one’s satisfaction in family relations, the more likely one is to 

prefer state care (Caїs & Folguera 2013). This holds true for the presumptive 

caregivers as well as for the presumptive caretakers. To some extent, this points 

to less familialistic norms and toward more individualistic norms and attitudes. 

Other studies have shown that intergenerational solidarity and the generational 

contract are affected by the amount of contact between generations; the more 

contact the older generation has with the middle generation, the more likely its 

members are to support public childcare provisions (Goerres & Tepe 2010). 

 On the contextual level, it has often been argued that southern European 

countries, including Spain, are more familialistic in their culture and attitudes 

than northern countries like Sweden, which are seen as more individualistic 
(Dalla Zuanna 2001; Lesthaeghe & Meekers 1986; Reher 1998). For example, 

Spain exhibits higher levels of co-residence and inner-family caregiving than the 

northern countries do.  

 These differences have been interpreted as both the cause and the conse-

quence of relatively familialistic cultural norms and attitudes (Kalmijn & Sara-

ceno 2008). For example, in Spain and other familialistic countries, informal 

help is closely connected with social prestige (Caїs & Folguera 2013). Among the 

European countries, Spain has one of the lowest rates of kindergarten services 

per capita and among the least-generous services for the elderly (e.g., eldercare) 

(Caїs & Folguera 2013).  

 At the same time, the rate at which women participate in the labor force has 

increased, and Spanish citizens cannot spend as much time taking care of elder-

ly parents as they used to. The proportion of women (who have been its founda-

tion) able to provide informal help (i.e., outside the labor force and the educa-

tional system) has decreased rapidly over a 20-year period (1988–2008) from 

42 percent to 23 percent, and at the same time that foundation now includes a 

higher proportion of older individuals (Caїs & Folguera 2013). Caїs and Folgue-

ra have asserted that Spanish families react to the limited social policies of the 

Spanish welfare state by having fewer children, but it is not possible to “have 

fewer grandparents” (ibid.: 558).  
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In Sweden, the process has taken a somewhat different direction, moving to-

ward a higher proportion of individuals engaged in informal help. The tradi-

tional “Swedish model” for long-term care of the elderly as publicly funded and 

operated came under severe pressure during the 1990s owing to economic re-

cession and increased municipal responsibility for eldercare (Johansson et al. 

2011). Following this period, the municipalities ascribed to the importance of 

“ageing in place”—that is, enabling older people to continue living at home—a 

goal that has proved largely dependent on informal caregivers (ibid.). Previous 

research has also shown that Swedish working women with adult children take 

greater responsibility in caring for the elderly and that their proportion has in-

creased as public eldercare has declined (Szebehely & Ulmanen 2012). The pro-

portion of individuals engaged in informal help steadily increased from the 

1980s to 2000, and although the proportion of those providing help has in-

creased in all social classes, working-class women are still overrepresented 

(Szebehely & Ulmanen 2012).  

 In 2012, the National Board of Health and Welfare carried out a pilot study 

regarding the extent of informal help and associated consequences. Among var-

ious types of helping and caring assistance, “different practical help,” “compa-

ny,” and “shopping, cleaning, washing, and cooking” were the three most com-

monly practiced; 64–69 percent of the population was involved on a regular ba-

sis (National Board of Health and Welfare, 2012). Among individuals involved 

in giving care and help or assistance, women, individuals between 45 and 64 

years old, and less-educated people were overrepresented.  

 This phenomenon is seen in many European countries, and the group is of-

ten referred to as the “sandwich generation,” people who care for adult children 

and their children (i.e., grandchildren) at the same time as they take care of 

their own elderly parents (Rosenthal et al. 1998). The negative side effects of 

giving care, help, or assistance were worse self-reported health and changes to-

ward less working time (ibid.). 

 There are various ways to address the negative effects of the combination of 

ageing population and decreasing fertility rates, some of which are giving par-

ents (e.g. women) the opportunity to combine work and family through publicly 

financed policy (e.g. public childcare), prolonging working life, and making cut-

backs in pension levels (Svallfors 2008). The latest pension reform in Sweden 

allowed individuals to work up to the age of 67 (Social Insurance Code 

2010:110). The Swedish political vision of increasing the retirement age to 69 
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has been discussed as challenging the balance between working life and family 

life even further, since this would increase the conflicting pressures on the 

working population from both work life (working longer) and family life (caring 

for elderly parents), particular among women and workers aged 50+ (Parent 

2011).  

Interpretative perspectives and hypotheses to be 
tested  
This study takes as its point of departure mainly the intergenerational-

ambivalence perspective; as a consequence, it is important to discuss intergen-

erational solidarity and informal help in relation to gender and age, as well as to 

contrast intergenerational solidarity with self-interests. 

Tension between values expressed as solidarity vs. self-interest 
The motive in this article to focus on attitudes instead of practices stems from 

the idea that attitudes reflect more-basic human values and at the same time in-

fluence the contextual and social milieu. Previous research has shown that even 

when basic human values are more or less the same between different countries, 

attitudes reflecting those values can differ according to the extent to which indi-

viduals believe that such basic values can be realized and fulfilled in that context 

(Sagiv & Schwartz 1995). If all individuals, independent of where they live their 

lives, perceive that people should help each other (for example, across genera-

tions), following traditions and expectations, these expectations are in tension 

with the values of individual freedom and autonomy (Schwartz 1992). Thus, the 

extent to which attitudes about adult children helping their parents differ be-

tween countries can be explained by considering the extent to which citizens 

perceive that their social milieu and social policy can fulfill these values.  

 The focus on intergenerational solidarity in this paper does not exclude the 

possibility that individual attitudes may involve aspects of self-interest. But in-

dividual attitudes are neither purely guided by solidarity and reciprocity nor 

purely guided by self-interests; there is a complex relationship between these 

motivations that is highly dependent on particular social, cultural, and political 

contexts (Goerres & Tepe 2010). Following this perspective, and in societies that 

harbor higher expectations that certain groups will care for and help their elder-

ly parents, the tension between these values is expected to be higher (as is the 
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tendency toward the values of individual freedom). In an expansion of perspec-

tives expressed earlier, Silverstein and colleagues have suggested the concept of 

moral capital as a way to resolve the paradox of how selflessness and self-

interests can co-exist within families (Silverstein, Conroy & Gans 2012). Focus-

ing on intrafamily relations, parents can transfer values and moral training to 

particular children, where the chances of particular outcomes are perceived to 

be highest (ibid.). There is reason to believe that these values are most often 

transferred to the daughters in a family (ibid.). 

 If this is so, one should expect that younger children and males have more-

positive attitudes toward adult children helping their elderly parents, and that 

the difference between gender and age groups would be larger in Spain than in 

Sweden. Following the assumption that individuals struggle between pursuing 

different values (solidarity vs. self-interest), and considering the intergenera-

tional-ambivalence perspective and previous research concerned with intergen-

erational solidarity, the remainder of this paper tests the following hypotheses: 

 
Hypothesis 1: Spanish citizens perceive the family as the main provider of 

domestic help for the elderly to a greater extent than Swedish citizens do. 

Hypothesis 2: Spanish citizens perceive adult children as an important 

source of help for their elderly parents to a greater extent than Swedish cit-

izens do. 

Hypothesis 3: Men more than women perceive adult children as an im-

portant source of help to their elderly parents. 

Hypothesis 4: Younger individuals more than older ones perceive adult 

children as an important help to their elderly parents. 

Data and method 
The data were collected within the frames of the International Social Survey 

Programme (ISSP) in 2012. The ISSP is an annual survey started in several 

countries in 1985 that currently includes 48 countries dealing with various re-

curring themes and modules, thus facilitating comparisons between countries 

and time periods (www.issp.org). The 2012 module “Family and Changing Gen-

der Roles IV” has been used in this study. In this survey, members of a sample 

representative of the Swedish and Spanish populations, between 18 and 79 years 

old, were asked questions about their attitudes toward caring for the elderly and 
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for children and toward social policy. In Sweden, the gross sample consisted of 

1,995 individuals, and with a response rate of 54 percent, the dataset ended with 

a working sample of 1,060 individuals. In Spain, the gross sample consisted of 

4,000 individuals, and with a response rate of 65 percent, the dataset ended in a 

working sample of 2,595 individuals.  

Dependent variables 
First, there is a difference in the two types of support or help analyzed in this 

section: the first relates to whether it is the family’s responsibility to help the el-

derly in general. Here, family does not refer to any specific member of the fami-

ly (spouse, children, or grandchildren). The second question concerns whether 

adult children are an important source of help to their own parents, thereby 

specifying the relationship between caregiver and recipient. 

 The first question was posed as follows: “Thinking about elderly people who 
need some help in their everyday lives, such as help with grocery shopping, 
cleaning the house, doing the laundry, etc., who do you think should primarily 
provide this help?” The alternatives provided were (1) family, (2) public welfare, 

(3) nonprofit organizations, (4) the private sector, and (5) employers.  
 The second question was framed as a statement: “Adult children are an im-
portant source of help for their elderly parents.” The responses provided were 

(1) strongly agree, (2) agree, (3) neither agree nor disagree (in Sweden), (4) dis-

agree, and (5) strongly disagree.  

 It is important to highlight a difference in the alternatives that followed the 

question in Sweden and in Spain. Unlike the Swedish version, the Spanish ques-

tionnaire did not include the option “neither agree nor disagree,” making an ab-

solute comparison in attitudes between the two countries more difficult. Span-

ish respondents were forced to choose between answers that to a greater extent 

are mutually exclusive. Previous research has shown that when presented with a 

middle or neutral alternative, respondents tend to choose that alternative in-

stead of taking a firmer position (but see Sturgis, Roberts & Smith 2012). Bear-

ing that in mind, this problem is less pronounced in the binary logistic regres-

sion models, since the variable was recoded into a dummy variable—namely, a 

dichotomy variable where “strongly agree” and “agree” were merged into 

“agree,” and all the other alternatives were merged into “others.”  
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Independent variables 
The two main independent variables in this study are gender and age. Since the 

attitudes studied here are perceived to vary between generations, the respond-

ents were divided into age categories: 18–29, 30–49, 50–64, and 65+. 

 
Controlling variables  
The social-class position of the respondents was measured by the Erik-

son/Goldthorpe classification of occupations (EGP) (Erikson & Goldthorpe 

1992). The categories used are unskilled workers, skilled workers, routine non-

manual workers, service class I, and service class II. 

 The questionnaire makes it possible to separate individuals according to the 

amount of time they spend taking care of the elderly, the sick, and children. The 

question used was this: “On average, how many hours a week do you spend 
looking after family members (e.g., children, elderly, ill, or disabled family 
members)?” 
 
Table 1: Hours spent per week caring for family members, males and females in Swe-
den and Spain in 2012, column percent. 

 Sweden Spain 

 Males Females Males Females 

H
ou

rs
/ 

w
ee

k 

1–10 hours 52 48 39 25 

11–20 hours 16 14 25 17 

21–30 hours 8 8 18 16 

31+ hours 24 30 19 42 

 Total 348 429 509 689 

 
In Spain over one-half (54 percent) of the respondents did not spend any time 

taking care of family members, but among those who did, the mode time is 20 

hours/week; compare this to Sweden, where most respondents took care of fam-

ily members (70 percent) but spent half the time doing so (10 hours per week). 

In Spain the gender difference was somewhat larger among those who did not 

spend any time caring for family members: 59 percent of the men did not spend 

time caring for others, and 51 percent among females; in Sweden, it was 32 and 

29 percent, respectively (not presented in the table). Table 1 shows the hours 

spent per week caring for family members by men and women in Sweden and 

Spain who spent one hour or more each week doing so. In both countries, wom-

en spent more hours each week providing care than men did. Among those who 
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spent 31 hours or more each week, the gender difference was larger in Spain: 42 

percent among females and 19 percent among men.  

 The results in this paper are derived from descriptive methods, such as cal-

culating percentages, whereas the section about adult children as an important 

source of help to their elderly parents employed logistic regression analysis. The 

results of the logistic regression analysis are presented as odds ratios, interpret-

ed as the multiplicative difference in the odds of the event relative to the refer-

ence group. In this analysis, an odds ratio greater than 1 indicates that the odds 

and possibility (for perceiving adult children as an important source of help) in-

crease when the independent variables increase compared to the reference cate-

gory. On the other hand, an odds ratio less than 1 means that the odds and pos-

sibility decrease compared to the reference category (Menard 1995). Since wom-

en to a higher extent help family members (more hours/week), the interactive 

terms helping family by sex was added to the model. In the regression model, 

each of the variables that constitutes the interactive terms were included 

(Brambor, Clark & Golder, 2005).   

Results 

The main provider of domestic help for the elderly 
Starting with the question who should be the main provider of domestic help for 

the elderly in Spain and Sweden, Table 2 reveals that in Sweden, most respond-

ents (84 percent) think that public welfare should provide care (10 percent think 

it is the family’s responsibility). The corresponding proportions among Spanish 

citizens are 49 percent supporting public welfare and 47 percent supporting 

family, revealing a tendency toward more familialistic attitudes in Spain, as ex-

pected in Hypothesis 1. But as also presented in Table 2, one-half of the Spanish 

population prefers an alternative other than family. In order to test Hypothesis 

3 (regarding gender and age differences on the question whether adult children 

are an important source of help to their elderly parents), it is relevant to sepa-

rate the attitudes toward the family’s responsibility according to gender and age.  
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Table 2: Attitudes about who should provide domestic help for the elderly, Sweden and 
Spain 2012, column percent. 
 Sweden Spain 

P
ro

vi
d

es
 h

el
p

 Family 10 49 

Public welfare 84 47 

Nonprofit orgs. 1 1 

Private sector 5 3 

Employers — — 

 Total 999 2507 

 

In Sweden no significant differences arose between men and women regarding 

who should provide domestic help for the elderly (Table 3). In responses to the 

statement that the family should be the main provider of help, individuals be-

tween 17 and 29 years old were most positive, and individuals aged 50–64 were 

least positive (18 and 6 percent, respectively); here the age differences are sig-

nificant. Similarly, no significant differences are evident between Spanish men 

and women regarding who should provide the most help to the elderly. Unlike 

the Swedish population, Table 3 reveals, Spanish respondents attest significant 

age differences: individuals aged 65 years old and up were most positive about 

family as the main source of help (55 percent).  

 
Table 3: Attitudes about who should provide domestic help for the elderly, according to 
gender and age groups, Sweden and Spain 2012, row percent. 

 Family Public welfare NonProfits Private Sector 

Sweden     

Gender     

Male 10 84 1 5 

Female  10 84 — 6 

Age groups***     

18–29 18 71 1 10 

30–49 12 83 1 4 

50–64 6 91 1 2 

65+ 7 85 — 8 

Spain     
Gender     

Male 50 46 1 3 

Female  49 47 1 3 

Age groups**     

18–29  49 44 3 4 

30–49 46 50 2 2 

50–64 48 48 1 3 

65+ 55 41 1 3 
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The research conducted by Caїs and Folguera revealed that Spanish citizens be-

tween ages 51 and 65 preferred state care for the elderly (2013). This is a group 

that constitutes the prime example of caregivers, people confronting the dilem-

ma of caring for elderly parents themselves and continuing to perform paid la-

bor. When confronted with the direct question whether close relatives should 

provide care even if they had to give up their work, Australian citizens have pro-

vided similar results. The groups that were found to be least supportive of fami-

ly care in this case were women and those in the 50–64 age group (Hodgkin 

2014).  

Adult children caring for their elderly parents 
This section tests the question about intergenerational solidarity and Hypothe-

sis 2, the idea that more-positive attitudes toward adult children helping their 

elderly parents would be found in Spain.  

 
Table 4: Attitudes toward adult children as an important source of help, Sweden and 
Spain, 2012, column percent. 

 Sweden Spain 

Strongly agree 21 13 

Agree 53 57 

Neither agree nor disagree 21 — 

Disagree 5 24 

Strongly disagree 1 5 

Total 1019 2412 

 

Although the alternatives following the question differed between the countries, 

Table 4 shows that a higher proportion of Spanish respondents compared to 

Swedish respondents disagreed (disagree and strongly disagree) with the state-

ment that adult children are an important source of help for their elderly par-

ents (29 and 6 percent, respectively). Among those who believe that adult chil-

dren are an important source of help (strongly agree and agree), the difference 

is less pronounced (74 percent of Swedish respondents agreed, compared to 70 

of the Spanish respondents). Contrary to what was expected (Hypothesis 2), re-

spondents in the more familialistic country, Spain, did not perceive adult chil-

dren as a more important source of help than their Swedish counterparts did. 

 The next step was to analyze the factors important to the perception that 

adult children are an important source of help. In the logistic regression models 
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that follow, “strongly agree” and “agree” have been merged and defined as 

“agree,” as discussed under “Data and Method.”  

 
Table 5: Logistic regression models for the perception of adult children as an im-
portant source of help in Sweden and Spain, presented as odds ratios. Model II includ-
ing interactive terms. 

 Spain  Sweden 

 Model I Model II  Model 
I 

Model 
II 

Intercept 2.79*** 2.60***  2.25*** 1.82* 

Age group (Ref. 65+)      

18–29 2.24*** 2.24***  1.59 1.61 

30–49 1.24 1.24  1.20 1.20 

50–64 0.72* 0.71*  0.61** 0.59** 

      

Gender (Ref. men)      

Women 0.81* 0.99  0.91 1.45 

      

Social class (Ref. unskilled manual)      

Skilled manual  0.83 0.81  1.17 1.13 

Routine n-m 0.74* 0.73*  0.83 0.82 

Service II 0.90 0.90  1.39 1.36 

Service I 0.85 0.84  1.21 1.18 

      

Helping family h/w (Ref. 0)      

1-10 0.87 1.04  1.60* 1.99* 

11-20 1.03 1.14  1.37 1.93 

21-30 1.10 1.24  1.21 2.59 

31- 0.71* 1.06  1.19 1.94 

      

Helping family*sex      

Women 1-10 h/w  0.66   0.66 

Women 11-20 h/w  0.80   0.52 

Women 21-30 h/w  0.76   0.21* 

Women 31-h/w  0.53*   0.43 

      

Nagelkerke R2 0.04 0.05  0.05 0.06 

N 1946 1946  917 917 
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Model I for Spain and Sweden in Table 5 shows that in Spain, the odds ratio that 

respondents would perceive adult children as an important source of help to 

their elderly parents was highest among the youngest age group (18–29). 

Among individuals in both countries aged 50–64 years old, the possibility de-

creases by a factor of 0.6 and 0.7 times compared to individuals aged 18–29. 

Regarding gender, we found differences in attitudes among the Spanish popula-

tion, where women to a lesser extent perceived adult children as an important 

source of help.  

 Contrary to what was expected, no differences were found between Swedish 

men and women. According to social class, no significant differences were found 

among the Swedish sample, whereas significant differences were found between 

the unskilled manual and routine non-manual classes in Spain. Regarding hours 

spent each week helping sick and elderly relatives, the more hours spent among 

the Spanish population (31 hours and more), the lower the probability that the 

respondent would perceive adult children as an important source of help. For 

the Swedish population, individuals spending 1-10 hours each week helping 

family members constitute the group that responded most positively to the 

statement that adult children are an important source of help for their elderly 

parents. 

 Since women in both Sweden and Spain constitute an overrepresented cate-

gory of informal caregivers, an interactive term for hours spent each week and 

sex was introduced into the model (Model II).  

 Taking into account the relationship between hours spent on helping family 

members and gender, the results confirm that the effect of hours spent on help-

ing family members depends on gender, and that Spanish women helping their 

family members for 31 hours or more each week to a lesser extent perceive adult 

children as an important source of help (Table 5, Model II). Among the Swedish 

population, the possibility of agreement was lowest among women helping their 

family members 21-30 hours each week (possibility decreased by a factor of 

0.2).  

Discussion 
The analysis has shown that in Sweden and Spain, a vast majority of respond-

ents perceive adult children as an important help to their elderly parents. The 

results also revealed some differences regarding country, gender, age, social 
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class, and how many hours each week individuals spend helping relatives. When 

confronted with the general question about family’s responsibility as the main 

provider of help to the elderly in society, Spanish respondents revealed an atti-

tude that was familistic but not exclusively so: one-half perceived that this was 

not the family’s responsibility. When confronted with the more specific question 

concerning their own role as caregiver or recipient, respondents exhibited a less 

pronounced familistic attitude.  

 The results presented in this article attest to a combination of intergenera-

tional support and self-interests in both Sweden and Spain, seen as strong gen-

eral attitudes toward adult children as an important source of help to their el-

derly parents and as differences in attitudes following self-interest. Although 

most respondents indicated that adult children constitute an important source 

of help, the group that was most positive on the question comprised younger in-

dividuals (18–29 years old, a non-representative group of informal help givers), 

and the least positive was individuals aged 50–64 years old (a representative 

group of informal help givers). The results also reveal that especially in Spain, 

the more time respondents spent taking care of the elderly, the sick and chil-

dren, the less positive their attitudes were towards the statement that adult 

children are an important source of help. The results reflect that the further one 

is from actually fulfilling the caregiver role, the more positive one’s attitude is 

towards it (younger individuals and individuals spending no time helping fami-

ly/relatives); likewise, the closer one is to the role, the less positive one’s atti-

tude (women spending 31 or more hours each week helping relatives). The pat-

tern seems to move in the opposite direction for the presumptive recipient as 

well: the closer one is to needing care (i.e., the older one is), the less positive 

one’s attitude compared to the younger part of the population.  

Regarding the differences found between the countries, the results do not fully 

support the hypothesis that predicted more familialistic attitudes in Spain than 

in Sweden. From the fewer hours spent caring for others in Sweden, one can 

surmise that the Swedish are more familialistic in their attitudes than in their 

actions, whereas the opposite is true among the Spanish.  

 So how can we understand the differences found in this paper? First, ac-

cording to the theoretical perspective of intergenerational solidarity vs. self-

interest outlined earlier, the magnitude of tension between values follows cul-

tural and social expectations. The lower the expectation is to actually help age-

ing parents, the stronger the attitude is toward informal help, and vice versa. 
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Second, the tendency to support the statement that adult children are an im-

portant help to their elderly parents is not the same as actually helping or plan-

ning to help one’s parents. Even individuals who express responsibility toward 

their ageing parents as a desired goal do not necessarily plan to care for them 

themselves (Peek et al. 1998). Likewise, these attitudes can be seen as ideals 

that are differently expressed depending on the provider’s resources and the re-

cipient’s level or type of need (Finch & Mason 1991). Beyond factors on the indi-

vidual level, there is a need to link attitudes to the contextual level. Silverstein et 

al. have expressed the need for more research that will explain the variations in 

filial norms observed across cultural groups—for example, the strong prefer-

ences for family care that have been noticed among minority groups, which can 

negatively correlate with minorities’ access to state and even private resources 

(Silverstein et al. 2012).  

 Even though familism and the “traditional family” (marriage and children, a 

bread-winner father and a caretaker mother) are closely linked, Dalla Zuanna 

(2001) has argued that familism still can exist in areas where traditional family 

life is in decline. The high proportion of Swedes who support the statement that 

adult children are an important source of help to their parents can be also be in-

terpreted from that perspective. Since intergenerational solidarity is a multifac-

eted concept, more indicators are needed for a more comprehensive under-

standing of intergenerational solidarity and attitudes toward informal help. This 

paper has focused on attitudes toward adult children helping their elderly par-

ents, which can be viewed as one indicator of intergenerational solidarity—and 

one side of the generational spectrum. At the same time, this is possibly the 

most important factor in relation to the increased speed with which society is 

ageing. If intergenerational solidarity is to work in an optimal way, both sides 

need to gain from the exchange. In order to reach a more extensive understand-

ing of differences in intergenerational solidarity between Sweden and Spain, 

more indicators should be used, such as attitudes toward public policies di-

rected at young and elderly segments of the population, as well as the elderly’s 

attitudes toward assisting their adult children and grandchildren.  

 The results presented in this paper highlight the importance of including 

gender and age in analyses of attitudes toward assisting the elderly in society. 

To gain further knowledge about the relationship between intergenerational sol-

idarity and social context, more research is needed, and future studies should 

include more countries and variables, as well as factors on the contextual level 
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(e.g., GDP, gender index). Such analysis, which would amount to multilevel 

modeling, can further separate which factors on the individual level and on the 

contextual (country) level may account for differences in attitudes.  
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