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Abstract 
Background: Care giving for an elderly parent is a universal developmental task, and in all socie-
ties is one of the women tasks; its expectations are considered norms known as filial responsibility. 
The aim of the study is to examine the possibility of connections between the attitudes toward fili-
al responsibility to elderly parents and the attachment style in adulthood and age (generation) 
among women. Methods: The research participants were 63 Jewish and Arab university students, 
their mothers (N = 62) and their grandmothers (N = 63). Research instruments consisted of a self- 
report questionnaire, which revealed background characteristics, and measured attitudes toward 
filial responsibility, style of adult attachment; self-esteem; sense of mastery and, family support. 
Results revealed ethnicity differences as well as between-generations differences regarding nor-
mative attitudes toward filial responsibility, which may indicate a changing taking place in the 
Arab society’s approach concerning these attitudes. An additional finding brought to light the 
cross-generational differences in the relationship between the attachment style in adulthood and 
the attitudes regarding filial responsibility. Conclusion: It seems that in attitudes towards filial 
responsibility, Arab society is still traditional in terms of its approach to the institutions of clan 
and family mostly among the elderly Arab Muslims. All of the modern changes most likely have an 
effect on adults’ sense of filial responsibility, on social norms, and on familial traditions. 
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1. Introduction 
Filial responsibility refers to the obligations of offspring to meet the needs of their elderly parents without re-
muneration or coercion, as perceived by the adult children and their parents. The “Filial responsibility” term is 
generally understood to refer to special duties that offspring must provide to their elderly parents beginning with 
the attitudes towards these obligations, services and specific actions of caring providing etc. Most of the social 
gerontology studies of on offspring caring for their elderly parent have focused on the traditional role of daugh-
ters as the main provider (Ron, 2009). Moreover, the grontological literature testifies that most middle-aged 
women will experience some form of caregiving to an aging parent at some point in life. Barusch and Spaid 
(1989) claimed that daughters take on a stereotypically feminine caregiving role, which creates some difficult 
circumstances, unique to women who take care for their elderly parents and in all societies these expectations 
are considered norms known as the women filial responsibility One way to explain this phenomenon might be 
connected to the sense of responsibility acquired by these women towards their elderly family members. Troll, 
Miller and Atchley (1979) defined this as the Cassandra Complex. 

One of the theories that underlined the development of the filial responsibility concept is the lifespan theory 
(Baltes & Graf, 1996). Regarding the responsibility of caring for the parent, Blenkner (1965) introduced the 
concept of filial maturity to describe the transition of the adult child from being relatively separate from the 
parents to becoming a source of support. This transition includes a change of perspective, which enables adult 
children to see their parents as vulnerable human beings. 

Cicirelli (1988) suggested a developmental framework for understanding the idea of filial responsibility, 
based on the concept of caregiving anxiety. According to this framework, filial responsibility develops when 
children become anxious about their ability to successfully manage the responsibilities of caring for the parents, 
in the years to come—when the need arises. In addition, Cicirelli’ suggested a filial responsibility model based 
on the attachment theory named “the Adult Attachment Model of Helping” (Cicirelli, 1993).  

Attachment refers to an internal state, a desire to be close to the figure who provides a sense of comfort and 
security, and whose departure creates a sense of distress. The attachment figure does not fade in adulthood; ra-
ther, the need for closeness and contact with the attachment figure exists on a symbolic level, and is addressed 
through thoughts and fantasies. In situations of stress, the adult child might still turn to the attachment figure for 
various kinds of help, ranging anywhere from financial to emotional support (Cicirelli, 2010; Cicirelli, 1993; 
Karantzas, Evans, & Foddy, 2010). Sörensen, Webster, & Roggman (2002) found that the ways in which adult 
children are considerate of their parents’ future needs is related to the type of attachment that was formed earlier 
between the adult child and the older parent. Young adults still see their parents as a source of support and seek 
parental advice, thus preserving to a certain extent the parent’s function as an attachment figure. Later in life, 
both the child and the parent shift their security base to other sources and figures, spouses and partners, in the 
majority of cases (Merz, Schuengel, & Schulze, 2008). Another process that is likely to take place is a change in 
the direction of the attachment relationship, such that the children, who used to rely on the parents for security 
and support, become a source of security and support for their parents (Krause & Haverkamp, 1996; Grundy & 
Henretta, 2006; Merz et al., 2008). 

The type of attachment is perceived as the intersection of two orthogonal dimensions: attachment anxiety and 
attachment avoidance. An anxiety attachment style predicts caring for the elderly parent (Cicirelli, 1988). Adult 
children with an anxiety attachment style demonstrate a higher degree of willingness to provide future care for 
the parent (Cicirelli, 1993; Sörensen et al., 2002). It was also found that this attachment style increases the ten-
dency of adult children to protect, care, and attend to their elderly parents (Karantzas et al., 2010). Yet, as re-
gards the anxiety type of attachment, findings are mixed. Some claim that no association was found between 
adult children’s anxiety attachment style and either current or planned future care for elderly parents (Karantzas 
et al., 2010). In contrast, there are researchers who have found a positive connection between anxiety attachment 
and caring for an elderly parent, albeit these cases demonstrated the provision of low-quality care. Anxiety at-
tachment is an obstacle to the rendering of care for the elderly parent, and inappropriate care could be caused by 
self-centered anxieties experienced by the anxious adult child related to the shifting of attention from the self to 
the attachment figure (Feeney & Hohaus, 2001; Collins & Feeney, 2000; Karantzas et al., 2010). 

Attachment avoidance refers to the degree to which a person fails to trust or feels suspicious and uncomforta-
ble in close situations and consequently maintains physical and emotional distance from the attachment figures. 
The avoidance attachment style was found consistently to have a negative association with caring for elderly 
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parents (Carpenter, 2001; Collins & Feeney, 2000) and negatively associated with the desire to provide future 
care (Karantzas et al., 2010). The discomfort felt by adults with this attachment style, their avoidance of intima-
cy, their exaggerated self-reliance, and their lack of empathy moderate the ability to provide responsive and sen-
sitive care (Gillath, Shaver, Mikulincer, Nitzberg, Erez, & Van Ijzendoorn, 2005; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). 

The current study focuses on additional variables that are mentioned in the literature as related to and influen-
cing adult children’s tendency to provide help and support to their older parents. These variables are the intra-
personal variables (sense of mastery, self-esteem) and the interpersonal variable of family support. 

Sense of mastery is the degree to which a person perceives having control over changes and life events 
(Lachman & Weaver, 1998; Pearlin, 1999). The research literature indicates the existence of a positive relation-
ship between one’s sense of mastery over life events and the extent and quality of the care offered to one’s older 
parents (Skaff, Pearlin, & Mullen, 1996). 

Self-esteem is one component within the concept of the self. Rosenberg defined it as encompassing the 
thoughts and feelings individuals have when perceiving themselves as objects (Rosenberg, 1965). A high sense 
of self-esteem was found to be related to higher levels of perceived mental wellbeing among adults caring for 
their family members compared to the levels found among adults who were not caring for family members 
(Chappell & Reid, 2002; Ron, 2009). 

Among the informal sources of interpersonal support, the literature presents family, friends, and significant 
others as significant sources of support (Hobfoll, 1996). Family support has been shown to have positive effects 
on mental wellbeing, on physical and mental health, and on adaptability (Cohen &Willis, 1985; Ron, 2009). 

Norms and filial attitudes are relevant to people in any stage of adulthood, from adolescence to old age. 
Hence, there is variance among the norms and attitudes, which stems from—among other variables—social 
characteristics, such as age, education and the family status of the adult children as well as that of their parents. 
In addition, the research literature has identified social characteristics that differentiate people. For example, al-
though the attitudes that young adults express about caring for an older parent are well entrenched, there is evi-
dence that the tendency to care for older parents diminishes over the years (Silverstein & Gans, 2006). This ten-
dency can explained by the simple fact that from the point of view of young adults, the need to care for their 
parents is a distant prospect and, consequently, they tend to idealize this future role, without taking into account 
the practical implications of this responsibility. 

Studies of recent years have investigated intercultural differences in perceptions of adult children’s filial re-
sponsibility for caring for elderly parents. Thus, it was found that in both collectivist and traditional cultures 
such as those found in China and in Hong-Kong as well as in traditional societies the entire family is responsible 
for caring for elderly parents within the household (Ting & Woo, 2009), rather than through an institutional ar-
rangement (Al-Haj, 1995). Despite the effects of modernization processes on the Arab family structure and the 
Arab women, for the most part, it is the daughters and daughters-in-law, and occasionally the granddaughters, 
who in fact care for the elderly family member (Navaie-Waliser, Spriggs, & Feldman, 2002).  

Given this information, the research questions that emerge attempt to determine the relationship between the 
attitudes towards filial responsibility and the type of attachment style in adulthood and age (generation) among 
three generations of Jewish and Arab women. This, while taking into account demographic characteristics such 
education, religiosity etc., as well as the interpersonal variables of sense of mastery, self-esteem, and the intra-
personal variable of family support. 

2. Methods  
2.1. Population and Sample 
The research participants were 63 Jewish and Arab university female students studying for an undergraduate or 
a graduate degree at the school of social work of Haifa University, Israel (the adult grandchildren generation), 
their parents (the adult parents generation, N = 62) and their grandparents (the elderly parents generation N = 63) 
reaching a total number of 188 participants. The sample was a convenience sample.  

Each student was given a set of three identical questionnaires: one for self-use, one to be completed by a par-
ent and one by a grandparent. 

The age range of the adult grandchildren group was between 20 and 34 years old. The adult parents genera-
tion age range was between 38 - 57 years old, and in the elderly parents’ generation, that of the grandparents, 
ages range from 60 to 83 years old. Additional demographic characteristics are presented in Table 1. 
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Table 1. Background characteristics, interpersonal and intrapersonal variables of the three generations Jewish and Arab 
women (N = 188). 

Variable 
Elderly Parents (N = 63) Adult Children (N = 62) Adult Grandchildren (N = 63) 

Jewish 
(N = 38) N% Arab  

(N = 25) N% Jewish 
(N = 38) N% Arab  

(N = 24) N% Jewish 
(N = 38) N% Arab  

(N = 25) N% 

Family Status             

Married/Living with a spouse 37 97.3 22 88.0 35 92.1 23 92.0 12 31.5 17 77.2 

Not Married/Living with a spouse 1 2.7 3 12.0 3 7.9 1 8.0 26 68.5 8 22.8 

Religiosity             

Orthodox - - 12 48.0 - - 10 41.6 - - 14 56.0 

Conservative 11 28.9 7 28.0 7 18.4 5 20.8 8 21.0 4 16.0 

Observant 27 71.1 6 24.0 31 81.6 9 37.6 30 79.0 7 28.0 

 M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD 

Age (in years) 70.1 10.11 63.2 8.70 52.7 6.22 44.5 9.23 26.8 6.08 22.9 2.83 

Education (in years) 11.9 4.42 6.9 3.04 14.8 3.74 11.4 2.22 14.6 1.53 13.9 1.99 

Filial Responsibility 1 - 5  4.55 0.60 4.88 0.73 4.26 0.65 4.54 0.48 4.12 0.59 4.36 0.31 

Attachment Avoidance type 1 - 7 3.20 0.88 3.14 0.41 3.65 0.74 3.24 0.48 3.86 0.46 3.28 0.30 

Attachment Anxiety type 1 - 7 4.86 0.78 4.93 0.51 4.57 0.64 4.46 0.66 3.85 0.97 4.06 0.55 

Sense of Mastery 1 - 5 3.74 1.01 3.97 0.76 3.52 1.13 4.17 0.66 4.63 0.57 4.48 0.70 

Self-Esteem 1 - 5 3.50 0.81 3.83 0.57 4.02 0.63 3.96 0.38 4.25 0.46 4.14 0.72 

Family Support 1 - 7 5.11 1.24 5.77 0.83 5.61 0.99 5.92 0.77 6.11 0.81 6.25 0.89 
*Arab = Christian, Muslim and Druze. 

2.2. Research Tools 
Attitudes towards filial responsibility: was measured using The Expectations of Filial Responsibility Scale de-
veloped by Hamon and Blieszner (1990). This questionnaire contains 16 items that describe filial behaviors of 
adult children towards his/her parents. Participants are asked to rank the degree to which they agree with the 
statements, using, on a Likert-like scale ranging from 1 = “completely disagree” to 5 = “very much agree”. The 
current study used the version of van der Pas, Van Tilburg, & Knipscheer, 2005. The tool’s reliability in the 
current study was between 0.90 and 0.91 Cronbach’s alpha for the three participating generations. 

Type of attachment: was examined using the questionnaire of Brennan et al. (1998): Experiences in Close Re-
lationships (ECR) Scale. The questionnaire was translated into Hebrew by Mikulincer & Florian (2000). It in-
cludes 36 items, which create two scales representing the two dimensions: anxiety (18 items, e.g., “I’m afraid of 
being abandoned”) and avoidance (18 items, e.g., “I prefer not to let other people know how I feel inside”). Par-
ticipants are asked to rank the degree to which they agree with the statement, using a seven-point Likert-like 
scale ranging from 1 = “disagree completely” to 7 = “agree completely”. Two scores are calculated for each of 
the participants: one for the anxiety dimension and one for the avoidance dimension, so that a high score indi-
cates an attachment style characterized by a high degree of anxiety or avoidance. The reliability of this tool in 
the current study was between 0.81 and 0.86 Cronbach’s alpha for the avoidance dimension, and between .88 
and .91 Cronbach’s alpha for the anxiety dimension, for participants from all three generations. 

Sense of Mastery: was measured using the scale of Pearlin & Schooler (1978), which was translated into He-
brew and validated by Hobfoll & Walfisch (1984). The scale includes seven items, on which participants indi-
cate the degree to which they agree with the given statements: 1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree. A 
high average score indicates a strong sense of mastery. Reliability of the original scale was 0.79 Cronbach’s al-
pha, whereas in the current study, internal reliability was 0.81 Cronbach’s alpha. 

Self-esteem: was measured using the Rosenberg (1965) scale of self-esteem. The questionnaire consists of ten 
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items, ranked on a Likert-like scale ranging from 1 = disagree completely, to 5 = agree completely. Five of the 
items relate to positive feelings regarding self-esteem, such as “I feel I have several good qualities”, and five 
items relate to negative feelings regarding self-esteem, such as “in general, I tend to consider myself a failure”. 
The overall ranking is calculated according to the item averages, such that a high ranking corresponds to a high 
level of self-esteem. The questionnaire was translated into Hebrew by Hobfoll and Walfisch (1984), who re-
ported reliability rates between 0.81 Cronbach’s alpha and 0.90 Cronbach’s alpha.  

Familial support: This variable was measured using the Multi-Dimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support 
(MS PSS), which was introduced by Zimet, Dahlem, Zimet & Farley (1988) to measure familial support. The 
scale includes 12 items referring to three sources of support: family, friends, and significant others. In the cur-
rent study, only the section on familial support was used. On each item, participants are asked indicate the de-
gree to which the statement corresponds to their feelings, using a seven-point Likert-like scale ranging from 1 = 
“extremely different from the way I feel”, to 7 = “closely corresponds to the way I feel”. Participants’ scores 
were calculated as the average of rankings for all items. Reliability of this scale in the current study was between 
0.90 and 0.93 Cronbach’s alpha, for participants from all three generations. 

2.3. Procedure 

The current study was approved by the Ethics Committee of Haifa University. The goals of the study were ex-
plained to the students, and they all signed an informed consent form, which included a written description of 
the research, its aims and significance, as well as anonymity and confidentiality clauses. Most of the study par-
ticipants answered the questioner by themselves, only few elderly participants (3 elderly Arab and 1 Jewish el-
derly) needed to get help from family members to fulfill it. Trios of three generations questionnaires that did not 
included in the current study were from reasons such: One generation member in the family wouldn’t agree to 
participant in the study; the questionnaires did not come back completely finished by one or more of the genera-
tions. At the end, the study included 63 (except the adult parent generation N = 62) treads generations families, 
e.g. 188 participants.  

All questionnaires were translated to Arabic and then the accuracy of the translation was verified using the 
back-translation method. The questionnaires were completed using the self-report method: hence, and when ne-
cessary, the youngest generation members helped their older relatives understand the questions. 

3. Results 
Demographic statistics, frequency distribution, means and SDs of the research variables were analyses by using 
SPSS 19. Results are shown in Table 1. 

Findings indicated that the adult grandchild generation is the most educational generation, and have the larg-
est number of orthodox participants. This generation also assigned higher ranking on the variables of sense of 
mastery, self-esteem, and family support, than did the adult parents’ generation, and that the adult parent’s gen-
eration’s rankings were higher than those of the elderly parents’ (grandparents) generation. In terms of attitudes 
towards filial responsibility, the highest scores were found among the elderly parents’ generation.  

To assess whether there are associations between the attitudes towards filial responsibility, interpersonal va-
riables (sense of mastery, self-esteem), and the intrapersonal variable (family support), and the two attachment 
styles variables (anxiety type and avoidance type-ordinal variables) Pearson and Spearman correlations tests for 
the entire sample were conducted. Results are shown in Table 2. 

Finding show significant correlations between most of the research variables. To assess the correlations be-
tween the two attachment styles’ variables among the three generations (anxiety type and avoidance type) chi 
square test were conduct. A significant connection was found between the generation and the attachment style: 
Higher frequency of anxiety style of attachment was found among the adult grandchildren generation while 
among the adult parent and the elderly parent higher frequency of avoidance style of attachment was found (X2 
= 16.54, p < 0.01). A Repeated measures ANOVA has shown significant differences between the three genera-
tions regarding the attitudes towards filial responsibility [F(2,076) = 5.64, p < 0.01]. Continuers’ procedure of LSD 
reviled that the elderly parent generation had the highest level of attitudes towards the filial responsibility.  

The assumption that differences will be found between the Jewish and the Arab three generations regarding 
the attitudes towards filial responsibility dividing into the two attachment styles was measured by two factors 
analysis. Findings are shown in Table 3.  
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Table 2. Pearson and Spearman correlations between attachment style and attitudes toward filial responsibility, interper-
sonal and intrapersonal Variables (the all sample). 

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

1) Filial Responsibility 1 0.62** −0.39** 0.26* 0.58** 0.33* 0.38 0.17 

2) Avoidance Attachment style - 1 −0.19 0.32** 0.36* 0.63* 0.11 0.57* 

3) Anxiety Attachment style - - 1 −0.43** −0.28* −0.40* −0.11 −0.60* 

4) Sense of Mastery - - - 1 0.24** 0.41** 0.14 0.22* 

5) Self-Esteem - - - - 1 0.29* 0.32 0.36* 

6) Family support - - - - - 1 0.20 0.24 

7) Education - - - - - - 1 0.08 

8) Age - - - - - - - 1 

 
Table 3. Two factors analysis, Means and Standard deviations of attitudes towards filial responsibility by distribution to 
ethnicity and attachment style. 

Generation Ethnicity Attachment style N M SD F 

Elderly parent 

Arab 

Avoidance 17 3.14 0.41   

Anxiety 8 4.93 0.51   

Total 25 4.07 0.45   

Jewish 

Avoidance 28 3.20 0.88   

Anxiety 10 4.86 0.78   

Total 38 4.55 0.83   

Total 

Avoidance 45 3.19 0.60 Ethnicity 8.58** 

Anxiety 18 4.90 0.63 Attachment style 2.63* 

Total 63 4.39 0.71 Interaction effect 3.70* 

Adult parent 

Arab 

Avoidance 15 3.24 0.48   

Anxiety 9 4.46 0.66   

Total 24 4.03 0.57   

Jewish 

Avoidance 20 3.65 0.74   

Anxiety 18 4.57 0.64   

Total 38 4.12 0.69   

Total 

Avoidance 35 3.33 0.50 Ethnicity 7.17** 

Anxiety 27 4.54 0.66 Attachment style 3.05* 

Total 62 4.50 0.69 Interaction effect 0.18* 

Adult grandchildren 

Arab 

Avoidance 11 3.28 0.30   

Anxiety 14 4.46 0.55   

Total 25 3.77 0.43   

Jewish 

Avoidance 27 3.06 0.46   

Anxiety 11 4.68 0.97   

Total 38 4.12 0.72   

Total 

Avoidance 38 3.37 0.60 Ethnicity 6.99* 

Anxiety 25 4.69 0.80 Attachment style 2.12* 

Total 63 3.26 0.40 Interaction effect 3.16* 
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01. 
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Ethnicity differences were found among all three generations: The Arab women were found to be with higher 
positive attitudes toward filial responsibility than the Jewish women were. Differences were also found regard-
ing the attachment style and the filial responsibility so that among both the Jewish and the Arab two eldest gen-
erations’ women the avoidance style of attachment was the most frequent. Among the adult grandchildren gen-
eration the anxiety style of attachment was fund to be the most frequent. 

The research finding has shown that several variables were found to be associated to the anxiety and avoid-
ance types of attachments such religiosity, family support, sense of mastery and, self-esteem. In the next step 
two Multiple Regressions were conducted: the dependent variables were the avoidance and the anxiety types of 
attachment (the dependent variable in the first Multiple Regressions was the avoidance type of attachment and, 
in the second Multiple Regressions it was the anxiety type of regression. The five variables mentioned above 
were entered into the regressions as possible predictors to the attitude toward the filial responsibility among the 
three generations of women. The findings are shown in Table 4. 

As the table shows the dependent variable at the first multiple regression was the anxiety type of attachment 
in adulthood. Among the elderly parents women generation 11% of the explained diversity in the anxiety at-
tachment style was predicted by the model variables. Yet, the model was not found to be significant (F (7.46) = 
0.31, n.s.). Among the adult parent generation, 23% of the explained diversity in the anxiety attachment style 
was predicted by the model variables which was not fund to be significant (F (7.46) = 2.21, n.s.). Among the 
adult grandchildren generation, 52% of the explained diversity in the anxiety attachment style was predicted by 
the model variables which was fund to be significant (F (7.47) = 5.20, p < 0.001). 

The dependent variable in the second multiple regression which was conducted was the avoidance type of at-
tachment. Among the elderly parents generation 35% of the explained diversity in the anxiety attachment style 
was predicted by the model variables and the model was found to be significant (F (7.46) = 3.27, p < 0.05). 
Among the adult parent generation, 44% of the explained diversity in the anxiety attachment style was predicted 
by the model variables which was fund to be significant (F (7.46) = 3.78, p < 0.05). Among the adult grandchil-
dren generation, 52% of the explained diversity in the anxiety attachment style was predicted by the model va-
riables which was fund to be significant (F (7.47) = 2.52, n.s.). 

4. Discussion 
The current study attempted to examine the relationship between attitudes towards filial responsibility and the 
attachment style among Jewish and Arabs three generations of women in the Northern of Israel.  

Findings revealed intergenerational differences, such that the oldest women generation was the one with the 
strongest positive attitudes related to filial responsibility, as compared to those of the other two generations. This 
finding was especially higher among the three generations of Arab women. The simplest explanation for this result 
is the issue of age. The older a person gets, the more aware he/she becomes of the possibility that sometime in 
the future one may need the help of others, and that family members are the natural candidates for providing this  
 
Table 4. Multiple regression analysis predicting filial responsibility according the style of attachment in adulthood. 

 
Elderly Parents Adult Parents Adult Grandchildren 

Anxiety style 
β 

Avoidance style 
β 

Anxiety style 
β 

Avoidance style 
β 

Anxiety style 
β 

Avoidance style 
β 

Ethnicity −0.54 0.39** −0.19 0.21** 0.38* −0.20 

Religiosity −0.31 0.54** −0.16 0.18* 0.19* −0.62 

Self-Esteem −0.46 0.42* −0.05 0.21** 0.33*** −0.08 

Sense of Mastery −0.22 0.19 −0.20 0.14** 0.47** −0.12 

Family Support −0.18 0.40* −0.33 0.16* 0.20** −0.11 

Multiple       

R2 0.11 0.35 0.23 0.44 0.52 0.39 

F F(7,46) = 0.51 F(7,46) = 3.27** F(7,46) = 2.21 F(7,46) = 3.78** F(7,47) = 5.20*** F(7,47) = 2.52 
*p > 0.01; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.001. 
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assistance (Fingerman, Sechrist, & Birditt, 2013). Another explanation emphasizes the phenomenon of filial re-
sponsibilities among family members in traditional societies. In general, the head of traditional family, including 
the Arab family, is the eldest male figure (grandparent, parent, uncle etc.). A comprehensive study conducted 
among Arab families in Israel found that adult children’s filial responsibility towards their parents was very high 
(Halayla, 2008). The researcher found that despite processes of urbanization, modernization, and offspring’s 
exodus from the villages in search of employment, filial responsibility of Arab participants in terms of caring for 
elderly parents was relatively high compared to that demonstrated in other studies involving Jewish participants. 
This was particularly true about Muslim Arabs (compared to Christian Arabs and Druse) and religious (com-
pared to secular) participants living in northern Israel. The Palestinian sociologist Sharabi (1992) argues that 
over the past century they have not changed and repaired infrastructure of the patriarchal Arab culture. Those 
norms, among other norms, included the feminine women members’ role in the family. Women can never be the 
head of the clan even when she is educated and extremely wised. Her role is to take care for the family members 
and to the elderly and the vulnerable members among them. Those long years of tradition might have their in-
fluence on the way attitudes towards filial responsibility are intergenerational transmitted. 

Another finding in the current study that demonstrated an intergenerational difference was in the relationship 
between the attachment style and the attitudes towards filial responsibility. It was found that those generations’ 
members with the avoidance attachment style exhibited the strongest positive attitudes regarding filial responsi-
bility. Also here, the majority of participants with this attachment style belong to the women from the elderly 
parents’ generation. 

Given that there are only a few studies on the attachment styles of the elderly (perhaps because their attach-
ment figures have already passed on), and poorly studies involving women attachment styles, it is possible that 
the explanation offered in Cicirelli’s (1993) study regarding the elderly parents generation could be pertinent in 
his study. Cicirelli drew a distinction between attachments and affection, and claimed that “although they are 
related, attachment and affection are not synonymous concepts. Nevertheless, most existing studies of adult at-
tachment in relation to caregiving have used measures of affection to represent attachment” (1993: p. 145). In 
the current study, the findings of significant correlation between avoidance attachment style and high positive 
level attitudes towards filial responsibility in the elderly parents’ generation can be used as an attempted to ex-
pand Cicirelli’s idea and offer an explanation that relates to the absence of a live attachment figure among the 
eldest generation. Thus, it is suggested that the demise of the attachment figure and the continued feelings to-
wards such a figure, it is possible that the women of the elderly parent generation shifted the feelings they had 
for their attachment figures onto their offspring. This shift is manifested in the way that they express emotions 
towards their children or in their attitudes towards filial responsibility. Clearly, this explanation must be ex-
amined in future studies. 

The literature does not provide any certain differences between men and women regarding to the attachment 
styles in adulthood. A little attention to women attachment style was given for emphasizing the association be-
tween an attachment style and mental health issues such early separation anxiety in women with eating disorders 
(Trois, Massaroni, & Cuzzlaro, 2005), clinical depression (Bifulco, Moran, Ball, & Bernazzani, 2002), adjust-
ment in men and women with HIV/AIDS (Turner-Cobb et al., 2002) etc. As noted in the literature review, the 
patterns of attachment are based on mental representations, positive and negative of the self and of the other, 
which are located on a continuum that includes the dimensions of avoidance and anxiety (Bartholomew & Ho-
rowitz, 1991; Brennan et al., 1998). Those men and/or women with an anxiety attachment style are characterized 
by a positive attitude towards self and others, whereas those with an avoidance attachment style demonstrate a 
more positive attitude towards the other than towards the self. In an attempt to explain the effect identified in the 
study, a comparison between these two attachment styles is warranted. The common denominator between the 
two attachment styles is a positive attitude towards the other, which enables the development of intimacy, and a 
dependence on the other, and thus there is no avoidance of closeness. Nonetheless, among those with an anxiety 
attachment style, this closeness is the outcome of despair and separation anxiety (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 
1991). This positive perception of the other coincides with the higher scores that participants with this attach-
ment style indicated on the avoidance dimension. It is possible that a positive perception of the other may ex-
plain the stronger attitudes towards filial responsibility indicated by participants with this attachment type.  

The difference between those with an anxiety attachment style and those with the avoidance attachment style 
is in their perception of self and the levels of anxiety they demonstrate. While those with an anxiety attachments 
style demonstrate high levels of self-esteem and a positive self-perception, those with the avoidance attachment 
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style demonstrate low self-esteem and a negative sense of self, which is reinforced by the people in their sur-
roundings (Brennan et al., 1998; Sörensen et al., 2002). This self-perception may explain the manner in which 
their dependence on others is perceived as a source of security, characterized by a desperate need for attention 
(Grundy & Henrietta, 2006; Merz, Schuengel, & Schulzem, 2008). 

As the individual matures, and the need for closeness and contact with the attachment figure becomes more 
symbolic, a situation of distress is likely to cause this person to turn to the attachment figure. Providing assis-
tance to the parents is considered a protecting behavior. Whether the assistance is limited to the conceptual level, 
as in feelings, a sense of filial responsibility or it is manifested in practice—and perhaps constitutes a burden, 
the very act of providing such assistance enables the adult child to protect the attachment figure from danger. In 
this context, strong positive attitudes towards filial responsibility may reflect the attempts of adult children with 
an anxiety attachment style to preserve their source of security and diminish their fear of separation (Karantzas 
et al., 2010).  

Regarding the motives for caring for an elderly parent, it was indicated that care provided by an individual 
with an anxiety attachment style derives from self-focused anxiety regarding the shift of attention from self to 
the attachment figure (Feeney & Hohaust, 2001; Collins & Feeney, 2000). Those findings have shown a motiva-
tion for caregiving based on egotistical considerations, given the limited ability of those with anxiety attachment 
style to provide support, which requires a degree of empathy for others. The gap between attitudes and actual 
caring behavior may explain the current study's finding of particularly strong positive attitudes towards filial re-
sponsibility among individuals with anxiety attachment styles. Similarly, future studies may be able to deter-
mine whether mediating variables also affect (and if so, to what extent) the willingness of those with an avoid-
ance attachment style to provide future care for the elderly relative. The mentioned gap between attitudes to fili-
al responsibility and the actual provision of care in fulfilling this filial responsibility may be explained by refer-
ring to the participants’ age: in the case of young adults, the need to act on their attitudes is still distant and they 
may have an idealized view of this task, without fully understanding the implications of this responsibility (Sil-
verstein & Gans, 2006).  

The impact of the variable of ethnicity on filial norms and caring for older parents has been widely investi-
gated in the literature (Pinquart & Sörensen, 2006; Connidis, 2003; Sung, 1998; Lowenstein & Katz, 2000). In 
traditional Arab society—and to some extent this has not changed—the extended family functions as a single 
system, a clan, a collective structure in which the group or family identity plays a central role (Barakat, 1993). 
According to the collectivist norms of Arab society, especially among the Muslim society, the children (mostly 
daughters and daughters in low) are responsible for caring for their elderly parents; this manifests in the exis-
tence of a broad family network that supports and keeps its elderly members within the home (Halayla, 2008).  

In the current study, the religiosity was found to be one of the predictors of the positive attitudes towards the 
filial responsibility among the three generations members especially among the elderly parents generation. It 
seems that among the Israeli Arab-Muslim society, practicing the religion is a major factor in the family life and 
to take care for an elderly parent in a social norm as well as a religion norm.  

Findings of the current study are supported by an additional study which recently examined the role of inter-
generational solidarity and filial norms and its effect on quality of life, while comparing a cohort of adult Jews 
and adult Arabs in Israel (Katz & Lowenstein, 2012). When caring for an elderly parent, families of both ethnic-
ities face the same challenges, although the ways in which families cope and the solutions that they find tend to 
differ. Katz & Lowenstein found that Arab adults are more likely to receive support from their family members 
in the hour of need, because of the family structure, the norms, and the social, religious and financial resources. 
The comparison regarding the variable of intergenerational solidarity and support for an elderly parent revealed 
various similarities and differences, which are related to the culture and to family values, as well as to the per-
sonal resources. 

Another interesting finding pertaining to the three generations members especially the youngest generation 
was a positive relationship between family support and attitudes towards filial responsibility. These findings 
somehow distinguish the adult grandchildren generation from their parents and grandparents, thus begging the 
question of what causes these differences. One of the popular explanations for this phenomenon is related to the 
modernization process, which was emphasized earlier (Campbell & Martin-Matthews, 2003). This effect is the 
outcome of the rise in life expectancy, the increased percentage of physically limited elderly people, the fractur-
ing of the extended family into independent nuclear families, the more limited availability of women as caregivers, 
due to their involvement in education and in the employment market, as well as the strengthening of the status of 
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youth in society (Al-Haj, 1995; Hsu, Lew-Ting, & Wu, 2001).  
Yet, it seems that in last two decades, the younger generation is getting closer to their extend families socially 

and emotionally. It may be because of the need to balancing between the competitive-cold-world outside and the 
supportive-cozy-world within the family. It may be connected to the fact that young people from the three mo-
notheistic religions are becoming closer to their religion all over the world and actually, we can see a parallel 
process of modernization on the one hand and getting back to tradition and old norms on the other hand.  

The main limitation of the current study is the convenient sampling and from two reasons: the first reason is 
that all of the grandchildren generations were university students. This fact can have some influence on their 
general attitudes toward family relations at all and toward filial responsibilities in particular. People who get 
higher education may come from different families of those who do not. The second reason relates to the area of 
Northern Israel from which most of the participants were from. It may be assumed that in other Israeli areas the 
three generation family participant will held on different attitudes toward filial responsibility. 
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