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Abstract

Background: Aging has caused changes in the structure of families that raises
reflections on the sustainability of the traditional models of family care for
older adults. The aim of this article is to analyze the situation of living ar-
rangements of Nepalese older people. Methods: This study is a secondary
analysis of structured interview data collected by the Central Department of
Population Studies at Tribhuvan University (TU) via a cross-sectional survey
of community-dwelling persons aged 60+ in the Pharping area of Kathman-
du. For this study, there were 1326 valid responses. Results: Findings show
over four-fifths of respondents (81.3%) were living with family members, far
more than with a spouse only (11.6%), alone (6.2%), and others (0.9%). The
proportion of Populace residing alone tends to increase with the increase in
age of respondents; more widowers tend to live alone compared to those in
marital unions; more elderly males without living children tend to live alone
compared to those who have at least one living child. The sex of the respon-
dents, marital status, ethnicity, income situation, and feeling of insecurity
have significant differences in the living arrangement of older people in this
study. Conclusion: Traditionally, Nepalese older adults are contented to live
with their family members. The government of Nepal should promote the
traditional living arrangements of older people through some incentives pro-
viding for family members taking care of their senior citizens.

Keywords
Living Arrangements, Older People of Nepal, Care of Older People, Social
Security
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1. Introduction

Population ageing is occurring around the globe at different rates. Every country
in the world is expected to experience a substantial increase in the proportion of
the population aged 60 years or over regardless of a nation’s level of develop-
ment [1]. Aging is the result of both longer life expectancy and declining fertility
rates [2]. Factors that contributed to people living longer are advances in educa-
tion, a revolution in technology, development in medicine, food distribution,
and public health [3]. On the other hand, increasing age results in decline in
health and functional status, physical and cognitive capacities, but the number of
chronic diseases and disability increases [4].

The living arrangement becomes an important constituent of the overall
well-being of the elderly in developing countries. It is known that the type of
living arrangement can interfere in social interactions of the older adults and in
the provision of available resources in their daily lives. It provides some indica-
tion of the level of actual support available to them. Western industrialized and
developed countries have developed social security, pension, and public health
systems to support older adults and supplement their personal and family re-
sources. In contrast, in many developing countries, little or no such govern-
ment-funded institutional support is available [5]. Older adults in developing
countries often require social, economic, and physical assistance, but many are ill
equipped to provide for themselves because of poor health and a lack of private
savings. Consequently, they tend to rely heavily on members of their household
and family for their well-being and survival [6]. Households throughout the de-
veloping world represent the main institution responsible for the distribution of
goods and services between generations, and they are the principal venue

through which age and kinship roles are expressed [7].

2. Context of Nepal

Individuals 60 years and older are considered older people in Nepal. In recent
decades, the life expectancy of the Nepalese are increasing rapidly [8] and the
elderly population growth rate is higher than the total population growth rate [1].
Living arrangements for the elderly was not an issue a few decades ago in most
developing countries, including Nepal, because the elderly were expected to be
cared for by the family [6]. However, issues concerning household structure, care
and support for older persons in developing countries are becoming increasingly
important as the proportion of older persons are increasing [6]. Studies shows
more than 80% of the elderly live with their children and taking care of the elderly
is considered the responsibility of family members [2] [9]. In Nepal, the family, as
a social institution, is the main source of support and care for its older members,
helping them with day-to-day activities and giving them all kinds of support.
Traditional family values, including revering elders, and providing care and
support to the elderly is considered a social norm and a moral duty for family

members. Anecdotal evidence suggests that most primary caregiving is provided
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by either wife or daughter-in-law. Daughter’s once they get married they move
to the husband’s home and taking care of the husband’s family is considered
their major duty and responsibility. As there is no formal care system of the el-
derly developed [10] still parents directly or indirectly think children as insur-
ance for old age. Culturally taking care of older parents is considered a responsi-
bility of children mainly sons [11]. But, recently with the nucleation of family
and permanent migration of son’s family to foreign countries daughter’s taking
care of their parents are also increasing.

With increasing urbanization and the effect of modernization, the size of
households is decreasing in Nepal [2] [9]. In traditional rural societies families
are often more extended than in modern urbanized societies where the inde-
pendent nuclear family is predominant. In the process, extended kinship ties
weaken and the nuclear family becomes an independent unit. This weakening of
ties with family members reduces social interaction and financial and physical
support for the older generation [12]. Separate living arrangements are required
for them as countries develop. Therefore in this context, the living arrangement
issues of the elderly need attention because their welfare depends on it. Given
this backdrop of rapid demographic and family changes, it is important to ex-
plore the current nature of living arrangements. The purpose of this paper is to
present the situation of living arrangement of Nepalese older people.

3. Methodology

This research is a secondary analysis of cross-sectional data from a survey con-
ducted by Tribhuvan University’s (TU) Central Department of Population Stu-
dies (CDPS) in six Village Development Committees (VDCs) of the Pharping
area in Kathmandu, Nepal [13]. The VDCs in this study were a convenience
sample, as they comprise the catchment area of one community hospital in
Pharping. Each VDC has nine wards (the lowest-level political unit). Individual
60 years and older were the respondents for this study. Details of the methodol-
ogy is published somewhere [13] [14]. Total sample size for this study was 1355.
For the purpose of this study, people who reported clinical diagnosis of Alzhei-
mer’s disease or another dementia were excluded, as were those for whom some
demographic data were missing; there were 29 such cases. Thus the total sample
size for this analysis was 1326 older adults.

During the survey, a question was asked to respondents about their living ar-
rangements, Ze. to whom the elderly was residing. Finally, it was categorized as
living alone, with a spouse, and with family members. There were a few cases
living in the institution or with unfamiliar people as well. That was not included
in the final analysis.

SPSS version 20 was used to analyze the data. Chi-square assessed demographic
differences for selected variables Age, Sex, Marital status, self-reported health, and
feeling of insecurity, using p < 0.01 to indicate a significant difference. This study
was approved by the Nepal Health Research Council (Ref No. 211, Reg No.
66/2012) as conforming to ethical research standards.
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4. Results

Table 1 shows the living arrangement of older people. Out of 1326 older people,
highest proportion were living with son/daughter-in-law (66.3%), followed by 11.6%
living with spouse, 6.2% were living alone, 6.1% with daughter/son-in-law, 4% un-
married son/daughter, 2.3% with grandchildren, 1.4% brother/sister-in-law, 1.3%
with other family members and 0.9% other. As living with son/daughter-in-law,
daughter/son-in-law, grandchildren, brother/sister-in-law is also living with a fam-
ily member. So, the living arrangement is further categorized into four catego-
ries: living alone, Spouse, family members, and others as shown in Table 2. The
majority of older persons were living with family members (81.3%), followed by
a spouse (11.6%), alone (6.2%), and others (0.9). As the total cases in others were
only 12, they are omitted for the final analysis considering only three categories
of living arrangement: Family member, spouse, and alone. This study further
found major causes of living alone were having no own children, children living
far from parents, no support from children, the marriage of a daughter, death of
a spouse, and personal desire also.

Differentials of living arrangements are shown in Table 3. Sex, Marital status,
Ethnicity, self-reported health, income situation, age, and feeling of insecurity
was used as “differential variables”. The proportion of residing alone tends to
increase with the increase in age of respondents; more widower tends to live
alone compared to those in marital unions; more elderly males without living
children tend to live alone compared to those who have at least one living child.
Among the caste/ethnic groups, a relatively higher proportion of Brahmin el-
derly (11.0%) compared to other caste/ethnic groups were residing alone. Fur-
ther, older people having income situation less adequate has higher proportion
living alone (11.1%) compared to just adequate and more than adequate. With
marital status, the proportions of living alone are high among those who are in
the state of widowhood (10%), separated/divorced (33%), and never married
(37.5%) (not shown in detail here).

Table 1. Detail living arrangement of older persons, community, Nepal.

Living Arrangement Number Percentage

Alone 82 6.2

Spouse 154 11.6
Son/daughter-in-law 878 66.3
Daughter/son-in-law 81 6.1
Grand children 30 2.3
Other family member 17 1.3
Unmarried son/daughter 53 4.0
Brother/sister-in-law 18 1.4
Other 12 0.9

Total 1326 100.0
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Table 2. Major living arrangement of older persons, community, Nepal.

Living Arrangement Number Percentage
Alone 82 6.2
Spouse 154 11.6
Family 1077 81.3
Other 12 0.9
Total 1326 100

Table 3. Social variables and living arrangement of older people.

Living arrangement (%) Chi
Variables Number t square
Alone Spouse Family test
Male 522 4.8 14.9 80.3
Sex 0.000
Female 555 7.7 8.6 83.7
Married 672 0.4 22.5 77.1
Marital . .
Widow/widower 596 10.9 0.2 88.9 0.000
Status
Others 45 31.1 4.4 64.4
Brahmin 136 11.0 9.6 79.4
Chhetri 258 5.8 15.9 78.3
Newar 268 7.5 8.6 84.0
Ethnicity 0.087
Tamang 295 6.1 12.9 81.0
Dalit 46 2.2 4.3 93.5
Other™ 57 7.0 14.0 79.0
Good 379 6.1 13.5 80.5
SRH’ Average 677 6.5 12.6 80.9 0.132
Worse 251 5.6 7.2 87.3
Less adequate 389 11.1 11.6 77.4
Income
. . Just Adequate 828 4.7 12.0 83.3 0.000
Situation
More than adequate 94 0.0 9.6 90.4
60 - 69 748 5.3 13.4 81.3
Age 70 - 70 397 7.6 10.6 81.9 0.100
80+ 168 7.1 7.1 85.8
Feeling of yes 245 12.2 11.0 76.7
. . 0.031
Insecurity no 449 6.5 10.9 82.6

*Self reported health **Includes Magar, Rai, Gurung and Terai origin castes.

The statistical test measured through the Chi-square test shows Sex of the
respondents, marital status, ethnicity, income situation, and feeling of insecurity
have significant differences in the living arrangement of older people in this
study. Age and self-reported health have no effect on the living arrangement of
older people.
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5. Discussions

In Asian nations, as in much of the rest of the world, there is an inverse relation-
ship between economic well-being and the rate of aging [15]. Many less
well-developed societies, despite the rapid growth of their older populations and
perhaps due to their historical family-centered cultures, still lack a national policy
focus on aging-related issues [16] [17] [18]. Most gerontological studies in Nepal
have used small samples, and few focus on the older persons’ issues. This study
used a larger sample to describe the living arrangement of community-dwelling
older adults in Nepal.

The living arrangement of the older people in Nepal is contingent on their
level of social support. In particular, the availability of care from a spouse or
child may be essential to the well-being of the very old or frail elderly. Older
people depend on their children, particularly sons, for support and security in
their old age [2] [9]. This study found 81.3% of older people are living with fam-
ily members (son/daughter/grandchildren/other family members), 11.6 percent
living with a spouse, and 6.2 percent living alone.

Different studies show similar types of living arrangements in Nepal. A com-
munity study from Kathmandu (2005) shows 83.7% living with children, 8.9%
living alone, 5.7% spouse, and 1.6% others [19]. This study further shows the
proportion of living alone was quite high among older women (11.6%) (Chalise
& Shrestha, 2006). Another study from Kathmandu shows 87.1 living with fami-
ly members (72.5% three-generation and 14.7% two generations), 6.1% spouse,
2.9% alone, and 3.7% others [20]. A study of Rai ethnicity shows 73.3% living
with children, 14.5% with the spouse, and 12.1% others [21]. A study from the
countryside (2018) shows 88.9.% living with family members, 7.9% spouse, 2.7%
alone and others 0.5% [22]. Its shows the traditional system of living arrange-
ment is changing with time.

Demographic yearbook (DYB) of the United Nations 2017 conducted similar
studies on global living arrangement of older persons and estimated in their da-
tabase that majority of the older adult in the Asian nation is consistently dwel-
ling with the presence of the child or Intragenerational co-residence. According
to DHS 2011 [23] study carried out across the 143 countries or areas, the median
proportion of persons aged 60 years or over living alone was 12 percent, with es-
timates ranging from a low of less than 1 percent in both Afghanistan and Pa-
kistan to 34 percent in Lithuania. For half of the countries, the proportion living
alone was between 7 and 21 percent. Most countries in Europe were above the
75th percentile, however, in 23 of the 35 European countries with available data,
more than one in four older persons lived alone. Countries below the 25th per-
centile were mostly in Asia and Africa. According to DHS 2011 data, older
people living alone were 3.9%, with spouse only 12.4%, and with children were
75.4% in Nepal [23].

National and international literature has reported that older adults who live

with their partners have better levels of physical and mental health [24] [25]. It is
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possible that the spouse, also experiencing the aging process, has more empathy
with their partner and, together, creates bonds of mutual support in daily life,
overcoming the limitations imposed by old age. Social interaction in the home
environment between the older adults and their partners can also avoid social
isolation, as well as provide effective and material support. The social support
network of older people who live with their spouses can favor better quality of
life scores in this group, due to the mediating role between these variables [26].

Although, there are fewer studies conducted to co-residence with children to
older parents in Nepal, research done in Europe has evidenced that sharing these
family burdens with a partner especially in younger adults as well as an older
adult is beneficial for health due to a variety of material and psychosocial rea-
sons. However, the association between living alone and health decreases with
age that affects their residential independence, [27]. Children and closer relatives
are the major Primary caretakers of older adults in Nepalese society as well as
other counterparts in south Asian nations.

Ad hoc studies show older people of Nepal are facing poor housing and suffer
from either physical, mental, or chronic diseases. Although the majority of the
elderly have their own house, fewer studies have included the need for healthier
lives for the elderly by increasing the supportive and comfortable housing as ge-
riatric-friendly communities. The modification and retrofitting with the adop-
tion of universal design in their existing residence will accommodate the physi-
cal needs of older adults associated with their chronic disease and disability. Ne-
palese Older adults wish to reside in familiar surroundings, taking pride in living
in their same old house rather than unfamiliar ones. However, those who do not
have children are prone to poor living conditions and wellbeing which can even
possibly lead to increased socio-biomedical vulnerabilities such as homelessness.
Due to the limitation of the available evidenced studies, self-rated and abuse per-
ception of older adults as well as homelessness, older adults are less included.
The problem of the developing countries is not having a good database and be-
ing unable to perform analysis but there is less indication of the available legal
mechanism that assesses the elder abuse within the potential legislative frame-
work of community living arrangement to older persons.

This study found a significantly high number of males living with spouses
compared to women. It may be due to the cultural norms that males should be
fewer years older or girls prefer to get married to a person who is mature. Nota-
bly, women present more interest in caregiving and with a sense of obligation to
family matters [27]. The proportion of older people living with family members
is highest in Dalit ethnicity. It may be due to Dalits children being less mobile
(migrant) compared to other ethnicity included in this study. This study found a
significantly higher number of single people living alone compared to married
and widows/widowers. The exact reason for this is not clear.

This study shows older people whose income is quite low are living alone
compared to those who have more than adequate income. This is just contrary

to other studies, there was a predominance of a higher income among elderly
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living alone [26] [28]. The exact reason behind this is not known, but people
who are living alone are majority from single, unmarried, divorced, and majority
women as well. In the Nepali culture, males dominate women in economic ac-

tivity so it may be another reason.

6. Conclusion

More than 80 percent of older people were living with their family members.
Older people in Nepal prefer to live with their children. However, the traditional
support system is changing in the 21st centenary due to globalization and the
increase in the mobility of younger generations. The government of Nepal
should adopt the social security and traditional living arrangement of older
people in a promotive manner by making it more reliable as many people are
going to live either in the spouse or alone in upcoming days. The local and na-
tional governments in Nepal should come up with integrated legal frameworks
to strengthen the social security of the elderly such as awareness programs and

rights protection initiatives for improved care and decreased vulnerability.
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