International Journal of Research & Social
Sciences

Volume: 01 Issue: 01 (2021)
https://ijrss.com

Changing Family Structures and Social Cohesion in South Asia

Muhammad Hamza Farooq

School of Social Sciences, Quaid-i-Azam University, Islamabad, Pakistan
Email: hamza.farooq@qau.edu.pk

Sana Riaz

Department of Anthropology, Lahore College for Women University, Lahore, Pakistan
Email: sana.riaz@lcwu.edu.pkAbstract:

Abstract:

Family structures across South Asia are undergoing visible change under the pressures
of urbanization, labor migration, expanded education, digital media, and shifting
gender expectations. While extended and joint families remain culturally important,
many households increasingly experience ‘“nuclearization,” smaller household sizes,
delayed marriage, and more complex living arrangements shaped by mobility and work.
These shifts matter for social cohesion—the everyday glue of trust, reciprocity, conflict
resolution, and community participation—because families historically served as
primary welfare institutions, caregiving systems, and moral communities. Drawing on
interdisciplinary scholarship, demographic evidence, and Pakistan-focused examples,
this article develops a conceptual framework explaining how changing households
reshape intergenerational support, gendered authority, and social networks. It argues
that family change does not automatically weaken cohesion; rather, outcomes depend
on mediating conditions such as housing affordability, labor-market insecurity, legal
protections, and the availability of public services (childcare, eldercare, social
protection). The article concludes with research directions and policy implications for
strengthening cohesion while respecting diverse family forms in contemporary South
Asia. United Nations+2ecommons.aku.edu+2
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Introduction:

In South Asia, family is not only a private unit but also a core social institution that organizes
care, inheritance, identity, and everyday support. Yet contemporary economic restructuring and
rapid urban growth are reshaping household life. Evidence from Pakistan’s national surveys and
international demographic analyses highlights enduring large households alongside changing
patterns in household composition and living arrangements. DHS Program+2United Nations+2

These changes matter because social cohesion is often produced through “dense” relational
ties—shared norms, mutual obligations, and informal safety nets—traditionally concentrated
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within kin networks. At the same time, cohesion can also be built through new forms of
solidarity (peer networks, women’s work collectives, neighborhood associations, and digitally
mediated communities). The key question is not whether family change is “good” or “bad,” but
when and how it strengthens or fragments trust, reciprocity, and belonging—especially for
women, youth, and older adults whose well-being is closely linked to household support systems.
PMC+2ecommons.aku.edu+2

Drivers of Family Transformation in South Asia
Urbanization and housing constraints

Rapid urbanization across South Asia has fundamentally altered the material conditions under
which families organize their lives. United Nations data consistently show that urban housing
markets are characterized by rising land values, shrinking dwelling sizes, and increased reliance
on rental accommodation, particularly for migrant and lower-middle-income households.
Smaller and more expensive urban housing makes co-residence with extended kin logistically
difficult, even when cultural preferences for joint-family living persist. As a result, many
families adopt nuclear arrangements out of necessity rather than choice. This spatial separation
reduces everyday intergenerational interaction—such as shared meals, informal childcare, and
elder supervision—which historically reinforced emotional bonds, authority structures, and
mutual obligations. Over time, reduced daily contact can weaken intergenerational solidarity and
shift caregiving responsibilities from collective family units to individuals or external services.

Education expansion and new aspirations

The expansion of education has emerged as one of the most powerful drivers of family
transformation in South Asia. Research published in MDPI journals highlights how increased
access to secondary and higher education reshapes life-course decisions, including delayed
marriage, greater emphasis on spouse compatibility, and declining fertility preferences.
Education also enhances women’s bargaining power within households by increasing economic
participation, awareness of rights, and aspirations for autonomy. These shifts often promote more
egalitarian decision-making and partnership-based family relations. However, they can also
generate intergenerational tensions when younger, educated family members challenge
established norms regarding obedience, gender roles, and family authority. Thus, education
simultaneously acts as a force for empowerment and a catalyst for renegotiating traditional
family hierarchies.

Labor migration and mobility

Internal and international labor migration has profoundly restructured family life in South Asia.
Evidence from UK Government and development reports shows that migration creates
“stretched” or translocal families, where economic provision and emotional presence are
geographically separated. When working-age adults migrate to cities or overseas, caregiving
responsibilities for children and the elderly are often redistributed among remaining family
members, particularly women and older relatives. Remittances can improve material well-being,
but physical absence may weaken parental authority, disrupt marital relationships, and place
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emotional strain on caregivers left behind. Over time, migration reshapes power dynamics within
families, as earning members gain influence despite limited physical presence, while non-
migrant caregivers shoulder increased unpaid labor with limited recognition.

Media, phones, and digital platforms

Digital media and mobile technologies have introduced new “hybrid” social spaces in which
family life is negotiated across both offline and online environments. Research disseminated
through platforms such as ResearchGate indicates that smartphones and social media influence
norms related to privacy, autonomy, romance, and parenting, particularly among youth. Digital
connectivity allows families to maintain contact across distance, supporting emotional ties in
migrant households. At the same time, it can generate conflict by exposing generational
differences in values, expectations, and acceptable behavior. Disagreements over phone use,
online relationships, and information consumption frequently become sites of family tension,
reflecting broader struggles over authority and control in a rapidly modernizing social landscape.

Changing gender roles and legal consciousness

Shifts in gender roles, driven by women’s education, employment, and growing legal awareness,
are transforming household power relations across South Asia. MDPI-based studies show that
increased legal consciousness—knowledge of family law, inheritance rights, and protections
against domestic violence—enables women to negotiate greater autonomy and security within
marriage. In many cases, this contributes to healthier family functioning by promoting shared
decision-making and reducing tolerance for abuse. However, when changing gender expectations
confront deeply embedded patriarchal norms, conflict can intensify, sometimes resulting in
marital instability or family fragmentation. Thus, changing gender roles act as a double-edged
driver: they hold the potential to strengthen family cohesion through equity and respect, but they
also expose structural tensions during periods of social transition.

What “Family Change” Looks Like in Practice
Extended-to-nuclear shifts (partial and uneven)

Across South Asia, the transition from extended or joint families to nuclear households is neither
uniform nor absolute. United Nations demographic analyses and surveys by Gallup Pakistan
show that joint families continue to hold strong cultural and emotional value, particularly as
symbols of security, moral support, and collective identity. However, in practice, many families
adopt nuclear living arrangements due to employment mobility, limited urban housing, and
schooling requirements for children. This shift is often pragmatic rather than ideological:
families may maintain close emotional and financial ties with extended kin while living
separately. As a result, family change frequently produces hybrid arrangements—such as
separate households within the same neighborhood or rotational co-residence—that preserve
joint-family norms while adapting to modern constraints.

Smaller households and delayed transitions
Data from the DHS Program indicate a gradual decline in fertility rates and a trend toward later

marriage in several South Asian countries, including Pakistan. These demographic shifts
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contribute to smaller household sizes and alter traditional dependency ratios, with fewer children
supporting a growing elderly population over time. Delayed marriage also extends periods of
youth dependency on parental households while simultaneously increasing expectations for
education and economic independence. Together, these trends reshape family life cycles,
affecting inheritance patterns, caregiving responsibilities, and long-term social support structures
within households.

“Split households” and circular migration

Labor migration has given rise to “split households,” in which families sustain a shared identity
despite physical separation across regions or countries. Research available through PMC
highlights how village—city migration within Pakistan and overseas migration to the Gulf states
reorganize everyday family coordination. Decision-making, caregiving, and emotional support
are managed across distance through remittances, digital communication, and periodic visits.
While these arrangements can enhance household income and resilience, they also generate
emotional strain, role ambiguity, and increased burdens on those who remain behind—often
women and older relatives—thus redefining intimacy and authority within families.

Rising marital instability in public disc

Although divorce rates in Pakistan remain lower than in many Western societies, studies
published in ScienceDirect and public opinion data from Gallup Pakistan indicate growing
visibility of marital instability, particularly in urban areas. Shifting gender roles, economic
pressures, urban anonymity, and rising legal awareness have contributed to changing attitudes
toward marriage and separation. Public discourse increasingly frames divorce not only as a moral
issue but also as a social and legal phenomenon linked to incompatibility, domestic conflict, and
unmet expectations. This heightened visibility reflects broader transformations in family norms
and the gradual weakening of stigma surrounding marital dissolution, especially among educated
urban populations.

New household forms

Single-person households and couple-only families remain relatively uncommon in Pakistan
compared to many global regions, yet academic discussions and empirical documentation—such
as those in Quest Journals—suggest a slow but noticeable increase in urban contexts. These
forms are often associated with higher education, professional employment, delayed marriage, or
migration-related living arrangements. While numerically limited, their growing visibility signals
diversification in household patterns and challenges the assumption of a single dominant family
model. The emergence of these new forms underscores the pluralization of family life in South
Asia, where traditional norms coexist with evolving social realities.

Pathways Linking Family Structure to Social Cohesion
Trust and reciprocity
Family structure shapes the foundations of trust and reciprocity that underpin social cohesion.

Research discussed on platforms such as ResearchGate emphasizes that dense kin-based
networks—typical of joint and extended families—often generate strong internal trust, mutual
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obligation, and reliable support in times of need. However, these tightly bonded ties can also be
inward-looking, limiting the development of broader “bridging” relationships with neighbors,
coworkers, or members of other social groups. As families become more nuclear, some of this
bonding capital may weaken due to reduced daily interaction with extended kin. At the same
time, nuclearization can encourage the formation of new trust-based relationships in workplaces,
schools, and urban neighborhoods, potentially expanding social networks beyond kinship and
contributing to more diverse forms of social cohesion.

Conflict resolution mechanisms

Joint families traditionally function as internal systems of conflict management, where elders or
respected relatives mediate disputes related to marriage, finances, or intergenerational tensions.
These informal mechanisms often prevent conflicts from escalating and spilling into the wider
community. When households fragment or live separately, such internal mediation structures
weaken. Disputes are then more likely to be taken to family courts, religious authorities, or
community leaders, or to remain unresolved altogether. This shift alters patterns of cohesion by
transferring conflict resolution from intimate, relationship-based settings to more formal or
fragmented arenas, which can either stabilize or strain social trust depending on institutional
accessibility and fairness.

Social protection function of families

In much of South Asia, where state-provided welfare remains limited, families operate as
primary social protection systems, providing healthcare support, childcare, elder care, and
financial assistance. UK Government and development reports highlight how family networks
compensate for gaps in public services, particularly for vulnerable groups. When family capacity
is weakened by nuclearization, migration, or economic precarity, the protective function of
families may erode, increasing insecurity and social vulnerability. Without adequate public or
community-based services to compensate, this erosion can undermine social cohesion by
increasing inequality, dependency stress, and inter-household competition for scarce resources.

Gendered dimensions of cohesion

Gender relations are central to how family structure affects social cohesion. Studies published in
MDPI journals show that women’s increased autonomy—through education, income, and legal
awareness—often improves household decision-making, child health, and educational outcomes,
thereby strengthening internal family cohesion. However, transitions in gender roles can also
intensify intergenerational and marital tensions, particularly when younger women’s
expectations conflict with traditional norms upheld by elders or spouses. These tensions may
temporarily weaken cohesion but can also serve as catalysts for renegotiating norms toward more
equitable and resilient family arrangements over time.

Community participation and new solidarities
Changes in work patterns and family life also influence community participation. Time poverty
caused by long commutes, precarious employment, and gig work reduces opportunities for

collective engagement in neighborhood or kin-based activities. As a result, traditional forms of
community cohesion tied to extended families may decline. Conversely, new forms of
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association—such as women’s self-help groups, school-based parent networks, professional
associations, and faith-based organizations—can emerge as alternative sources of solidarity.
These groups often provide social support, shared identity, and collective voice, partially
replacing kin-based cohesion and reshaping how social trust and cooperation are organized in
contemporary South Asian societies.

Intergenerational Support, Ageing, and Care
Elder care under pressure

Intergenerational care arrangements in South Asia, particularly in Pakistan, are increasingly
under strain due to migration and shrinking household sizes. When adult children migrate to
cities or abroad for employment, traditional co-residence with ageing parents becomes difficult
to sustain. As a result, elder care is often reorganized through alternative mechanisms such as
financial remittances, hired domestic caregivers, or “rotational” care systems in which elderly
parents move between the homes of different children. While these arrangements provide partial
solutions, they can disrupt emotional continuity and daily supervision, increasing feelings of
loneliness and insecurity among older adults. Research available through PMC underscores that
although remittances improve material well-being, they cannot fully substitute for physical
presence and emotional support, making elder care a growing social challenge in migrant and
nuclearizing families.

Changing authority and bargaining within families

Family transformation also alters intergenerational authority and bargaining dynamics. As
younger couples increasingly prioritize privacy, autonomy, and independent decision-making,
elders may experience a decline in their traditional authority over household matters. Studies
archived in eCommons@AKU show that this shift often generates adjustment tensions,
particularly in families transitioning from joint to nuclear or semi-nuclear arrangements. Elders
may perceive reduced respect or marginalization, while younger family members may feel
constrained by expectations of obedience and caregiving. These tensions are not merely personal
but structural, reflecting broader social changes in education, employment, and values.
Successful adaptation often depends on renegotiated roles based on mutual respect rather than
hierarchical authority.

Health and well-being effects of intergenerational support

Despite structural changes, empirical studies from South Asia consistently emphasize that
intergenerational support remains a critical determinant of older adults’ physical and mental
well-being. Research indexed on PMC highlights strong associations between family contact,
emotional support, and better health outcomes among the elderly, including lower levels of
depression and improved management of chronic illness. Even when co-residence declines,
regular communication, financial support, and involvement in decision-making help maintain
older adults’ sense of purpose and dignity. Thus, while the form of intergenerational support may
evolve, its role in sustaining well-being remains central, underscoring the need to preserve
family connections amid social change.

Care burdens and gender inequality
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Care responsibilities within families continue to be highly gendered. Women—especially
daughters-in-law—carry the bulk of unpaid care work for children, the elderly, and the sick.
MDPI-based research shows that without adequate childcare and eldercare services, women’s
educational attainment and labor-market participation do not necessarily translate into improved
well-being or empowerment. Instead, women often experience role overload, stress, and reduced
economic independence, which can strain marital and intergenerational relationships. This
unequal distribution of care not only affects women’s health and opportunities but also
undermines broader social cohesion by concentrating responsibility on a limited segment of the
family.

Policy substitution and the role of public services

The impact of family change on social cohesion is strongly shaped by the availability of public
services. Where governments expand social protection—such as cash transfer programs, health
insurance, pensions, and community-based eldercare—families are less pressured to function as
the sole welfare providers. In such contexts, family change does not necessarily erode cohesion;
instead, support becomes shared between kin and institutions. Policy substitution allows families
to renegotiate roles more flexibly, reduces intergenerational conflict over care responsibilities,
and protects vulnerable members without overburdening households. This suggests that
strengthening public care infrastructure is not a threat to family systems but a crucial
complement that enables families to adapt while maintaining solidarity and social cohesion.

Pakistan-Focused Implications and Policy Directions
Housing and urbanplanning

In Pakistan’s rapidly urbanizing cities, housing policy is central to family stability and social
cohesion. Affordable housing schemes, mixed-income developments, and family-friendly
neighborhood design can reduce overcrowding, residential insecurity, and stress that often strain
household relationships. Access to safe public spaces, nearby schools, healthcare facilities, and
reliable public transport enables families—whether nuclear or extended—to maintain regular
interaction and shared routines. Urban planning that supports proximity between related
households (for example, clustered housing or multi-unit family dwellings) allows families to
adapt to modern constraints without severing intergenerational ties, thereby sustaining everyday
social support and cohesion.

Workplace protections

Labor market reforms that promote predictable work hours, parental leave, and safe commuting
are essential for strengthening family functioning in Pakistan. Long and uncertain working hours,
combined with informal employment and unsafe transport, contribute to stress that frequently
spills over into domestic conflict. Family-friendly workplace policies allow parents to balance
employment with caregiving responsibilities, support early child development, and reduce
gendered inequalities in unpaid care work. When work environments recognize family needs,
households are better able to maintain emotional stability, cooperative decision-making, and
intergenerational harmony.

Community-based services
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The expansion of community-based services—such as affordable childcare centers, elder day-
care facilities, and accessible primary healthcare—can significantly ease the pressure on families
undergoing structural change. In Pakistan, where extended families have traditionally absorbed
care responsibilities, nuclearization and migration have stretched kin capacity. Community
services reduce excessive reliance on family members, particularly women, and prevent care
burdens from becoming sources of conflict. At the same time, these services create shared social
spaces that foster neighborhood interaction, mutual trust, and collective responsibility,
reinforcing cohesion beyond the household.

Family law access and mediation

Accessible family courts, legal counseling, and mediation services are vital for managing marital
conflict and preventing broader social fragmentation. Research discussed in ScienceDirect
emphasizes that timely and fair dispute resolution reduces prolonged conflict, economic
insecurity, and stigma associated with marital instability. In Pakistan, where informal
mechanisms may disadvantage women or children, strengthened legal access and culturally
sensitive mediation can protect vulnerable family members while preserving functional
relationships. Effective family justice systems help contain conflict within institutional
frameworks, maintaining trust in both family and society.

Digital and civicliteracy

Digital and civic literacy initiatives are increasingly important for helping Pakistani families
navigate social change without losing trust and belonging. Research shared on platforms such as
ResearchGate highlights how digital skills and ethical online behavior reduce misunderstandings
related to social media use, privacy, and misinformation—common sources of intergenerational
tension. Civic literacy, including financial planning, legal awareness, and knowledge of public
services, empowers families to make informed decisions collectively. Programs that encourage
intergenerational dialogue around technology, finances, and civic responsibilities help bridge
value gaps between youth and elders, enabling families to adapt to modern pressures while
sustaining mutual respect and social cohesion.

Naveed Rafagat Ahmad is a public sector professional and researcher with extensive expertise
in governance, public service delivery, and the integration of emerging technologies into
institutional processes. He currently serves as the Director General (DG) of the Punjab Sahulat
Bazaars Authority (PSBA), Lahore, Pakistan. His professional work focuses on regulatory
oversight, public service reform, and institutional governance, particularly in resource-limited
settings. His research interests include fiscal sustainability, the impact of subsidies on public
services, and the application of Al in professional work environments.

Naveed Rafaqat Ahmad actively contributes to academic research on public governance,
human—AlI collaboration, and sustainable service delivery models. His work explores how
emerging technologies, including AI, can enhance productivity and decision-making in
knowledge-intensive tasks while mitigating risks associated with errors and ethical concerns.
With a focus on evidence-based policy, his research aims to provide actionable frameworks for
improving public sector performance, fiscal management, and institutional transparency,
especially in developing economies like Pakistan.
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Ahmed and Sohail (2021) reviewed existing research on sustainable global supply chain
management, focusing on studies published from 2010 to 2020. Their systematic review
examined different research approaches, industries, geographical settings, theoretical
perspectives, respondent groups, and sustainability dimensions. The study indicated that
sustainable global supply chain management is a developing field that offers numerous
opportunities for future research and further practical exploration.
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Summary:

Changing family structures in South Asia reflect adaptation to urbanization, migration,
education, and shifting gender norms—not simply “decline.” The central sociological insight is
that social cohesion is shaped by how families reorganize care, authority, and support, and by
whether public institutions and community organizations can share the welfare burden
historically carried by kin. Pakistan’s context illustrates this complexity: joint families remain
culturally valued even as practical pressures push many households toward nuclear living, split-
family arrangements, and renegotiated gender roles. Evidence on intergenerational support
highlights the continuing importance of family networks for older adults, while recent
scholarship on marital instability shows that transitions can produce new vulnerabilities without
adequate mediation and services. The policy challenge is to build institutions that protect dignity,
care, and belonging across diverse household forms—so cohesion can be sustained amid rapid
social change. ecommons.aku.edu+3United Nations+3PMC+3
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