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Abstract

Adult children can be most eff ective in helping parents, if they understand the 
changes taking place in the parent’s life. How they feel about these changes and 
the implication of these changes. One of the most signifi cant characteristics of 
aging is loss of roles like health, independence, fi nancial security, bondage with 
spouse, children and friends. Losses may be multiple or occur in such rapid 
succession that the person is not able to adjust to one loss before being confronted 
with another. The way, a parent responds to circumstances may aff ect the 
relationship with their child. The decline of a parent’s health, the death of one 
parent or fi nancial pressures often mean an aging parent will need more help 
from the family such as help with meals, cleaning, transportation or fi nancial 
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matt ers. Many of adult children today confronted with decisions that will aff ect 
their life and their parent’s life. Close relationships help in decision making and 
ease the burdens of care giving. Those adult children and parents, who have 
positive feelings about each other, involves in mutual assistance and aff ection, 
are bett er prepared to deal with the changes and diffi  culties of Aging. For other 
adult children, confl icts and unresolved issues from childhood and adolescence 
can mean continuing confl icts and negative feelings in later life. Being called 
upon to provide support for an aging parent can then be particularly diffi  cult. 
Feelings between the adult child and aging parent go back many years and run 
deep. There may be simultaneous feelings of closeness and confl ict that complicate 
matt ers. The purpose of this paper is to foster positive relationships and greater 
understanding between generations. The factors infl uencing relationships and 
steps both generations can take to enhance their relationships are focused.

Introduction

The history of attachment between child and parent influences 
their relationship in mid- and later life. Attachment is an enduring 

emotional bond between two people. According to research on 
attachment bonds, intimate attachments are the centre of a person’s life. 
Attachment between parent and child begins before birth and provides 
comfort and security to the child. A young child feels attachment 
primarily to his parents. Later, as he develops attachments with other 
people such as a spouse or other family member, he is not as dependent 
on the attachment to parents for comfort and security.

Building Positive Relationships
Adult Children and Aging Parents
The decline of a parent’s health, the death of one parent, or financial 
pressures often mean an aging parent will need more help from 
the family such as help with meals, cleaning, transportation or 
financial matters. Sue, like many adult children today, is confronted 
with decisions that will affect her life and her parent’s life. Close 
relationships help in decision making and ease the burdens of care-
giving. Those adult children and parents, who have positive feelings 
about each other, involving mutual assistance and affection, are better 
prepared to deal with the changes and difficulties of aging. For other 
adult children, conflicts and unresolved issues from childhood and 
adolescence can mean continuing conflicts and negative feelings in later 
life. Being called upon to provide support for an aging parent can then 
be particularly difficult. Feelings between the adult child and aging 
parent go back many years and run deep. There may be simultaneous 
feelings of closeness and conflict that complicate matters. The purpose 
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of this publication is to foster positive relationships and greater 
understanding between generations. Factors influencing relationships 
and steps both generations can take to enhance their relationships 
are discussed.

Filial Maturity
Filial maturity is another factor influencing relationships. This refers 
to the adult child’s ability to accept their parents as individuals, 
recognizing their personal needs and goals and accepting imperfections 
and failings as well as positive qualities. It implies relating to and 
supporting aging parents in an adult way. To achieve filial maturity 
requires understanding, patience and self-acceptance. Aging parents 
who are not also achieving reciprocal parental maturity limit the level 
of filial maturity adult children can attain. Parental maturity means 
parents also accept their children as adults, forego condescending 
attitudes, and willingly accept help from the younger generation.

Knowledge of Aging
Adult children can be most effective in relating to and helping parents 
if they understand the changes taking place in the parent’s life, how 
they feel about these changes, and the implication of these changes. 
One of the most significant characteristics of aging is loss—loss of 
roles, health, independence, financial security, spouse and friends. 
Losses may be multiple or occur in such rapid succession that the 
person is not able to adjust to one loss before being confronted with 
another. The way a parent responds to circumstances may affect the 
child’s relationship with her. For example, if the parent complains 
excessively about losses and how little she sees her adult children, the 
adult child may feel overwhelmed or helpless to remedy the situation. 
He may stay away from the parent rather than listen to the complaints. 
Consequently, the parent may feel cut off from the adult child and 
suffer yet another loss, further straining the relationship. Very aged 
parents may withdraw from painful reality to pleasant memories of the 
past, especially when denial has been the lifetime pattern for dealing 
with losses. Such withdrawal affects the extent to which the adult child 
is able to relate to the parent. On the other hand, the parent may need 
and want help but not permit the adult child to provide it because he 
wishes to remain independent regardless of the cost. It may even seem 
that the older person wants to detach from family members by not 
permitting closeness with the adult children.
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Elderly Parents Can Help Build Positive Relationships
What do elderly parents owe their children? What can they do to 
improve relationships with adult children as health declines and 
they need more assistance? If you are an aging parent: Learn about 
the developmental changes of middle age and the problems that adult 
children face today. Cooperate with adult children when help is needed. 
Make it as easy as possible for adult children to help. It may mean 
being more flexible to prevent frustration. For example, the fragile 
95-year-old can permit people other than her exhausted 75-year-old 
daughter to do the household tasks, even if she prefers her daughter to 
do them rather than hire someone else. Accept help graciously. Rely on 
others and let them rely on you. This permits your adult child to grow 
to fullest maturity. Communicate openly. Build a climate in which 
feelings can be shared and solutions can be reached together. Share 
with adult children what it means to age. You may even help your 
adult children to accept their own aging. Families that understand how 
dependence and individual needs change across the life span from 
infancy through old age create a climate for healthy interdependence 
and intergenerational strength. With interdependence, the old will 
not attempt to manipulate or control the behaviour of the young, nor 
will the young attempt to take control of their parents or treat them as 
helpless. With mutual dependency, both the aging parent and the adult 
child can maintain self-esteem.

Family conflict
In family studies involving adolescents and their parents, conflict has 
most often been used either as an explanatory variable or as the outcome 
of family interaction. As a result, family conflict is most frequently 
conceptualized as a uni-dimensional construct conflict measured as 
magnitude, from low to high on some scale. This approach leaves the 
dimensions or themes of conflict unexplored. A few researchers have 
documented various components of conflict, and have investigated 
multiple domains of conflict issues in parent- adolescent relationships 
(Calambos & Almeida, 1992; Montemayor, 1983; Papini & Sebby, 1988; 
Smetana, 1989). Inquiries into antecedents of child-parent relationships 
have also included: satisfaction with others’ enactment of family 
roles (Johnson, 1978); parental rejection (Whitbeck, Hoyt, & Huck, 
1994; Whitbeck, Simons, & Conger, 1991); parent hostility (Conger, 
McCarthy, Yang, Lahey, & Kropp, 1984); unequal treatment of 
children by parents (Bedford, 1992); ideological differences (Bengtson 
& Kuypers, 1971); participation in household chores, appearance, 
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politeness, finances, and substance abuse (Calambos & Almeida,1992); 
and parental management strategies (Dishion & Loeber, 1985; McCord, 
1979; Miller, McCoy, Olson,& Wallace, 1986). However, no attempts 
have been made to consolidate these issues into a framework that will 
provide the basis for systematic empirical exploration into the relative 
salience of such issues across a wider range of age groups.

Methodology
The study was organized in Anantapuram district of Andhra Pradesh 
state. The district comprised with five (5) Revenue Divisions viz., 
Anantapuram, Penukonda, Dharmavaram, Kadiri and Kalyanadurgam. 
From each Revenue Division, one mandal was considered with largest 
population of Five Thousands and above. The Mandals and Villages 
considered for the study were, as follows.

Sampling Frame
Table 1: Anantapuram district of Andhra Pradesh

Revenue Division Anantapu-
ram Penukonda Dharmavaram Kadiri Kalyandur-

gam

Selected Mandal Putlur Roddam Tadimarri Bukkapatnam kambadur

Selected Village Sanaga-
lagudur Kalipi Dadithota Siddarampu-

ram
Thimmapu-
ram

Sample selected Total

Female Senior 
Citizens 50 50 50 50 50 250

Adult Children 50 50 50 50 50 250

The sample size includes 250 Female Senior Citizens (50 from each 
village) and 250 adult Children of them.

A typology of conflicts and Tensions between older parents and their 
Adult Children

Type of Conflict Operational Definition
Communication and 
Interaction Style

Conflict over the way family members engage in their 
relationships across generations.
Examples: Communication styles (“He is always yelling: 
“she has become Quite critical”), situational responses (“she 
jumps to conclusions”), interpersonal relationships (“mother 
dominates my father- I don’t like that”; “the way my father 
treats my mother”).
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Habits and Lifestyles conflict over lifestyle issues; sexual activity/orientation/
experiences, living arrangements, quality of life, the 
allocation of resources and or education
Examples: Style of dress, hair style, types of recreation, 
educational/occupational choices, use of alcohol or drugs, 
not attending to physical needs.

Child-Rearing 
Practices and values

Conflict over methods or philosophy regarding parenting.
Examples: Decisions concerning having or spacing of 
children, dimensions of permissiveness/control, rules/ 
expectations, loving/unloving, forgiving/resenting, support/ 
involvement.

Politics, Religion and 
Ideology

Disagreement about religious, moral, ethical, and political 
attitudes or ideas.
Examples: Lack of religious belief or over involvement in 
religion, questions concerning the integrity of the United 
states, feelings about involvement in Vietnam and the 
Gulf war, values or the lack of them as perceived by the 
respondent.

Work Orientation Differences concerning priority and investment given work 
(or school) performance, advancement, or status.
Examples: Child working too much or too little, degree of 
dedication to work.

Household 
Maintenance

Conflict over participation in maintenance or improvement 
of family living environment.
Examples: Yard work, house work, painting, and general 
maintenance.

Figure 1: Parents’ reports about conflicts with their adult children
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Figure 2: Adult children’s reports about conflicts with their aging

Findings
Parents reports about conflicts with their adult children
More proportion of parents (38%) reported conflict with their Adult 
children regarding habits and life style choices fallowed by 25% on 
communication and interaction practice. Around 14% reported on 
child rearing practices, 10% on work orientation, 9% on politics and 
religion and 4% reported on household maintenance. Thus the major 
focus resulting on conflict with children is regarding habits and life 
style choices. 

Adult children’s reports about conflicts with their aging parents
The focal point for adult children’s conflict with their parents is 
regarding communication and interaction (34%), followed by 30% 
regarding habits and life style choices. 16% reported on child rearing 
practices, 15% on politics and religion, 4% on work orientation and 1% 
reported on household maintenance.
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