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Abstract 

Currently, Turkish population has been ageing and the number of the elderly 

people who are placing into nursing homes has been increasing. Due to 

urbanization, women’s increased participation in labour force and ideational 

change from collectivism to individualism, the nursing home, as one of the 

bureaucratic organizations taking over the previous functions of the family, has 

been emerged as a facet of population ageing. However, the issue on how and by 

whom the elderly care is performed is standing upon an ambiguous base in 

Turkey, where filial piety as a cultural norm has still been of great importance 

while modern lifestyles may restrain families from providing caregiving for their 

elderly members. Hence the issue concerned in this study can be approached 

from two distinct theoretical frameworks. Nursing homes in Turkey can be 

conceptualized as a remedy for the changing intergenerational relationships, as 

well as a total institution which reflects the very idea of institutional settings 

receiving negative public attitude. 

Keywords: Intergenerational Relationships, Nursing Home, Total Institution, 

Elderly Care, Filial Piety 

Öz 

Günümüzde Türk nüfusu yaşlanmakta ve huzurevine yerleşen yaşlı sayısı 

artmaktadır. Kentleşme, kadının işgücüne katılımdaki artış ve toplulukçu 

kültürden bireyci kültüre geçişin yaratmış olduğu düşünsel değişim, ailenin 

önceden sahip olduğu işlevlerinin aktarıldığı bürokratik örgütlerden biri olan 

huzurevinin yaşlanan nüfusun görünür yüzlerinden biri olarak ortaya çıkmasına 

neden olmuştur. Ancak ebeveyne saygı kültürel normunun hala önemli olduğu, 

öte yandan modern yaşam tarzlarının aileleri yaşlı üyelerine bakım sağlamaktan 

alıkoyabildiği Türkiye’de yaşlı bakımın nasıl ve kim tarafından 

gerçekleştirileceği konusu müphem bir temelde yer almaktadır. Buradan 

hareketle bu çalışmada ele alınan konuya iki ayrı kuramsal çerçeveden 
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yaklaşılabilir. Türkiye’de huzurevleri, değişen kuşaklararası ilişkilere bir çare 

olarak kavramsallaştırılabileceği gibi, toplum tarafından olumsuz bir tutumla 

yaklaşılan bir kurumsal düzenleme fikrinin temelini yansıttığı düşünülen bir 

bütüncü kurum olarak da kavramsallaştırılabilir. 

Anahtar Kelimeler: Kuşaklararası İlişkiler, Huzurevi, Bütüncü Kurum, Yaşlı 

Bakımı, Ebeveyne Saygı Normu 

1. Introduction 

Since 1950’s Turkey has undergone a social transformation, partly due to 

modernization. The underlying motivations have predominantly derived 

from the modes of production, namely a shift from an overwhelmingly 

agrarian country to an industrial one. This, in turn, has brought forth a 

change in the social relations of production and, hence, in the relations 

within the family, at the micro scale. With modernization, families of the 

traditional/collectivistic cultures have been influenced by the 

modern/individualistic lifestyles, where family members take part in 

more democratic social interactions and have no more been defined 

through their position on hierarchical scale based on gender and age. The 

orientation towards this new tendency enabled the individual family 

members to live in an egalitarian environment with their own agency, 

however, in some cases at the very expense of elderly members, 

especially when they are in need of care. 

In parallel with these changes, accompanying population ageing, the 

number of nursing homes and the number of institutionalized elderly 

people in Turkey has increased by 105,7% and 111,4%, respectively, in a 

decade, namely between 2007 and 2017 according to the statistics 

provided by Ministry of Family and Social Policy (Aile ve Sosyal 

Politikalar Bakanlığı, 2018), whereas old age population growth rate for 

the aforementioned time interval is 37,9%, and the share of the old age 

population is 8,5% in 2017, by drawing upon the statistics of Turkish 

Statistical Institute (TÜİK, 2017). Therefore, it can be inferred that 

Turkish population is getting older and the number of elderly people 

seeking for institutionalized care is increasing.  

Studies conducted about elderly care in Turkey share a main feature: 

nursing homes are considered as a last option; instead aging in place, 

which is defined as “remaining living in the community” (Davey, de 

Joux, Nana and Arcus 2004: 133), is highly preferred over nursing homes 

by the Turkish elderly. Yet, change in material conditions gave rise to 

nursing homes as a necessity. Therefore, nursing home may be 

considered either as a remedy for the changing intergenerational 

relationships in social settings where individualistic life styles prevail, or 
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as a total institution where the elderly people lose not only their agency 

and autonomy over their lives, but also the power derived from long-

established cultural norms prescribing that the elderly members of family 

retain the control over the material and non-material resources. 

2. The Nursing Home as a Remedy for the Changing 

Intergenerational Relationships 

The concept of intergenerational relationship is particularly important to 

shed light on the ways how families and the relations within them have 

changed over time. According to Kağıtçıbaşı and her colleagues (2010: 

653), a key aspect of the concept “is the degree of support that is 

expected, aspired, considered proper, assumed and/or actually provided”. 

Three different types of intergenerational relationship are identified in the 

literature, they are; solidarity, conflict and ambivalence (Lowenstein 

2005). The degree of inconsistency between the assumed values and the 

actual practices with regard to elderly care determines which type is 

relied upon. However, a change in the practices would not necessarily 

mean a change in the values, and the reverse is also true. Therefore, we 

have to track changes in the social structure in order to develop an insight 

about the family change, with specific interest in elderly care in Turkey. 

The Turkish family has experienced a change in family/kinship relations, 

as well as a change in structure. By drawing upon the findings of various 

research previously conducted at different time periods, Özbay (2015: 87) 

argued that the number of nuclear families proliferated and the pattern of 

co-residence decreased over time in Turkey. The relationship between the 

demise of co-residence within the extended family and decreasing family 

support for elderly people has been shown (Aboderin 2005).  

Although such a pattern does not necessarily mean that intergenerational 

bonds are completely undermined for the Turkish case, it objectively 

indicates a general tendency towards a new type of living arrangement 

where the elderly person resides at a certain physical distance from where 

his/her adult child lives. This new type of living arrangement was defined 

by Stehouwer (1968 as cited in Rowland 1984: 78) as “‘modified 

extended family’ permitting ‘intimacy at a distance’”. This main finding 

is consistent with the normative patterns of intergenerational living 

arrangements in Turkey. It is also widely held in the relevant literature 

that due to strong intergenerational bonds between generations in Turkey, 

elderly people are either co-residing with their adult children or living in 

their own houses, yet, within the same neighbourhood (Aykan and Wolf 

2000; Aytaç 1998; Görgün-Baran 2003; Kalaycıoğlu et al. 2003). 

Sociological research conducted upon Turkish families have consistently 
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shown that intergenerational familial bonds are so strong that at least for 

a certain period of time throughout their lifecycle, most families have 

been in an extended family form in which different generations live 

together (Duben 2012; Özbay 2015; Timur 1972). This is also reflecting 

the idea of “transient extended family”, a type of family 

conceptualization coined by Timur (1972). It should be noted here that 

studies about intergenerational relationships in Turkey had shown that 

exchange of emotional and material support between separately residing 

nuclear families of the same kin is extensively sustained (Aykan and 

Wolf 2000; Aytaç 1998). As Abadan-Unat (1986: 176) argued, this 

widespread practice indicates that a great number of families in Turkey 

are actually “functionally extended families”.  

Filial piety felt by the majority of people in Turkey is the reason why 

younger members of family become primarily responsible for caregiving 

for their elderly members. In East Asian cultures, the filial piety norm has 

a connotation that elder parents have a hierarchically higher status than 

their children, and care, obedience, greeting, pleasing and financial 

support are considered as integral parts of it (Cheung, Kwan, and Ng 

2006: 618-619). Kağıtçıbaşı (1986) argued that even though there are 

many different aspects, filial piety is one of the few shared features of 

cultures marked by patriarchal ideology, including the Turkish culture. 

Filial obligation, felt subjectively by the younger generations, leads to an 

implicit intergenerational contract through which parents know for 

certain that they would be provided care by their adult children when they 

get old. Moreover, family plays an important role as a mediator between 

society and the individual, especially in countries where welfare 

provisions for the elderly are far from adequate. In underdeveloped 

countries, children are attributed high economic/utilitarian value partly 

because they are seen as old age security (Kağıtçıbaşı 1982). According 

to Cindoğlu and her colleagues (2008) support for the elderly people in 

Turkey is provided within families and kinship groups. This, 

concomitantly, causes elderly to be dependent upon the family and 

therefore lays a burden on families (Arun 2008; Kalaycıoğlu et al. 2003). 

Nevertheless, this causes a sort of intergenerational ambivalence, which 

points out to an ambiguity on deciding who should take care of the 

elderly members in contemporary society. This is in part because even in 

urban industrialized centres of Turkey a family-collectivistic culture still 

continues (Kağıtçıbaşı 2002: 24) and kinship idiom ultimately maintains 

its power among family members (Duben 2012: 98).   

However, some research has already revealed that albeit the traditional 

values, the widely-held norm of keeping the elderly care within the 
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family has been weakening in Turkey (Adak 2003). Due to structural 

differentiation experienced at macro scale in Turkey, caregiving for 

elderly members of the family has become problematic, especially for 

certain segments of society. It is also well-documented in the literature 

that family caregivers feel a burden especially when they have to deal 

with different types of responsibilities that must be performed 

simultaneously (Bowers 1987; Stroller and Pugliesi 1989; Montgomery, 

Gonyea and Hooyman 1985). As a result, although few in number, some 

families seek assistance from non-family institutional units in providing 

care for their elderly members. The explanations for the reasons lying 

behind this can be extended further for the Turkish case and, thus fall into 

three categories.  

Firstly, internal migration from 1950’s onwards caused extended families 

to split up into nuclear families. In addition to the structural 

differentiation leading to shrinking of the household size, a sort of 

cultural change has been observed especially among the second and third 

generation immigrants in terms of residential patterns (Işık 2002: 82). 

Given the fact that these generations have gradually internalized the 

values of urban culture; the corollary was an erosion of the former 

practice of co-residence. 

Secondly, as mass education became more encompassing, Turkish 

women became more likely to have the opportunity to climb up the 

education ladder. Therefore, educated women have been emancipated 

from the private sphere based on gendered division of labour (Gök 2015) 

where they unquestionably have long taken the primary responsibility of 

care of family members.  

Thirdly, cultures diffuse to each other through agents of globalization. 

Hence Western cultures which are marked by individualistic orientations 

may well diffuse into non-Western cultures which are blueprinted by 

familistic orientations. Therefore, it can be argued that individualism has 

been gradually replacing the long-established cultural norm of familism 

within many aspects of social world even in non-Western societies, as it 

is also true for the Turkish society.  

All of these developments bring forth an ideational change regarding 

caregiving for the elderly people in the Turkish context. Today the 

widely-held opinion that placement of elderly parents into nursing homes 

is socially unacceptable has lost its former strength. As Onat and Tufan 

(2003: 73) also put it, value judgments which restrain the practice of 

providing shelter and care for the elderly people by non-family units has 

been weakened. Nevertheless, the issue of caregiving for the elderly in 
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Turkey is still standing upon an ambiguous and slippery base from the 

point of view of adult children (Önder Erol and Gün 2018). On the one 

hand, most of the families remain being adhered to filial obligations and 

never consider nursing home as an alternative living arrangement for 

their elders. On the other hand, an increasing number of families conceive 

placement of their elders into nursing homes, either as inherently normal 

or as circumstantially inevitable in modern society.  

In this context, when the elderly needs to be provided care, there occurs 

two options to be decided: either the elderly may be provided home-care 

or institutional care may be sought after. Despite the fact that the latter is 

an option which is rarely preferred, a non-negligible number of elderly 

people specifically from the urban centres have to be placed into nursing 

homes. This is also related with the fact that bureaucratic organizations 

take over many functions of family in modern society (Kongar 1970; 

Ogburn 1964). Caregiving for the family members who are in need of 

care, unarguably used to be one of those functions of the family in pre-

modern society. However, especially due to the higher levels of women’s 

participation in the labour force in modern industrialized societies, the 

long-established societal norm which prescribes that women are the 

primary caregivers in the family was dismantled. The result was a higher 

demand for institutional settings that would provide caregiving for the 

family member. In this context, in modern societies, where higher 

percentage of old people who require being cared for by others is 

exacerbated by the fact that no family member would be able to meet this 

need -no matter how willing they are to do so-, nursing homes 

increasingly become of greater importance.  

Not surprisingly, some problems from the elderly people’s point of view 

arise. In urban social settings where individualized life styles prevail, 

some families seek institutional care for their elders as a compensation 

for their inability to perform caregiving within the family. As a result, not 

only the feeling of being deserted by their family, but also the sui generis 

dynamics of nursing home may decrease the level of how much the 

nursing home elderly are satisfied with intra-familial relations (Önder 

Erol 2011). From this point on, we will specifically focus on the latter 

claim, where internal dynamics refer to social arrangements 

encompassing the nursing home institution.  

3. Nursing Home as a Total Institution 

By drawing upon a huge existing literature, it can be claimed that nursing 

homes can be regarded as total institutions from Goffman’s 

methodological point of view (Cheng 2009; Gamliel and Hazan 2006; 
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Hazan 1994; Khan 1999; Ryden 1984; Önder Erol 2011; Wiersma and 

Dupuis 2010). Therefore, the current part of this study proposes a 

theoretical framework for an insight on a taken for granted assumption 

that nursing homes in Turkey are considered as the last resort and are 

taken into consideration only if the family truly has no other options. 

Because caregiving for the family members has traditionally been 

performed within the household and it has recently and partially begun to 

be taken over by the bureaucratic organizations, it can be argued that the 

very nature of “total institution” is felt more profoundly by the nursing 

home elderly in some societies where collectivistic culture still prevails. 

This may be considered as the case in the Turkish society.  

First of all, nursing home is suggested as a sort of total institution by 

Goffman (1961: xiii) in his well-known work Asylums: 

“A total institution may be defined as a place of residence and work 

where a large number of like-situated individuals, cut off from the wider 

society for an appreciable period of time, together lead an enclosed, 

formally administered round of life”.  

Goffman (Ibid.: 4-6) states that the institutions that are established in 

order to provide caregiving for the incapable but harmless people, 

including the aged, the blind, the orphaned and the indigent ones fall into 

the first category. The rest is comprised of four frame categories: 

sanitaria-mental hospitals, prisons-concentration camps, army barracks-

work camps and monasteries-cloisters. The shared features of total 

institutions are as stated below: 

1. Sleeping, playing and working are all conducted in the same place 

and under the same authority. 

2. All of the residents are treated alike and are supposed to do daily 

activities altogether. 

3. These activities are scheduled by a rigid system. 

4. Under a single rational plan, all of these activities are designed to 

meet the objectives of the institution. 

Total institutions are composed of the inmates and the staff, who have 

different social worlds surrounding them. Inmate and staff worlds are 

performing in a functional social system where each has complementary 

roles (Rubin 2005: 844). Nevertheless, the distinct worlds cause a sort of 

implicit conflict between the groups. Inmates have limited space for 

interaction with the outside world, whereas staff are present within the 

institution only for a given period of time and hence typically maintain 

their social ties with the outside world.  
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The most striking aspect of being institutionalized in a nursing home is 

that the decisions regarding the residents are taken by the staff instead of 

the residents themselves (Goffman 1961: 7-9). Likewise, Wiersma and 

Dupuis (2010: 288) state that since choice is limited in these facilities and 

the residents do not have any say over their own bodies, the residents are 

considered as institutionalized bodies. Ryden (1984) argues that even the 

control over their daily activities such as eating or having a bath causes 

an erosion of autonomy and hence decreases the level of morale among 

the nursing home residents. Hence, “they experience a civil death that 

denies them adultlike autonomy and control over their fate” (Rubin 2005: 

844). With regard to the fact that all of the activities are performed in 

order to meet the objective of the institution, it can be claimed that 

nursing homes as total institutions dismiss individuality. Rather, it is 

replaced by a sort of collectivism where objectives of the larger entity are 

placed more value than those of the individuals. Moreover, “when 

residents or inmates attempted to display a sign of individuality, their 

attempts were treated as deviancy and were usually met with a range of 

negative sanctions” (Ronch 2004: 62). Unlike in civil context, in total 

institutions the residents lose the “personal economy of action”, since 

they have to conform the regulations of predetermined schedules of 

everyday activities (Goffman 1961: 38). By drawing upon a larger study 

of quality of life in residential care settings, Cooney and Murphy (2009) 

argue that a rigid scheduling of activities in nursing homes and treating 

the residents alike lead to a routinization of the ethos of care.  

“Ageing in place” is highly valued over other living arrangements for the 

elderly people all over the world. It is even more valuable when this 

“place” employs rights and responsibilities to those people. For example, 

elderly people in Turkey have long been valued because they have; 

owned the means of production plus other properties, contributed to the 

production processes as long as they were in good-health and played an 

important role in caregiving for grandchildren and performing other 

domestic tasks. Correspondingly, they have traditionally been respected 

and have enjoyed power in almost all of the decision-making processes 

regarding their families that are composed of their adult children and 

grandchildren. 

In cultures where elderly people are valued due to their life experiences, 

placement into institutions may be considered as a sort of isolation from 

the outside world. The elderly people, who have previously been the 

ultimate authority within their family, experience a sort of ambivalence 

when they have to conform to a superordinate authority in a nursing 

home. Modernization theory of ageing suggests that in all modern 
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societies old people have lower status than those in traditional societies 

(Tischler 1993: 234). In Turkey, which has currently been experiencing a 

transition from a traditional society to an industrial one, a social duality 

arises. Ogburn (1964) mentioned that a change in material culture leads 

to an adaptive culture in non-material terms. He specifically utilized the 

family as an example. As a response to material changes, the family 

makes some adjustments to fit them. However, when the changes in the 

non-material culture (i.e. family) do not synchronize with the changes in 

the material culture (i.e. life styles imposed by modernity), a cultural lag 

arises. Accordingly, the result would be a resistance to the social 

institutions that take over some previous functions of the family. This 

would account for the reasons why there exists a negative public opinion 

about nursing homes in Turkey. In fact, it is documented in the literature 

that nursing homes in Turkey are the places traditionally receiving 

negative public attitude (Işık 2002). Moreover, a nation-wide study 

conducted upon Turkish people aged between 18 and 64, who are clearly 

considered as non-elderly, has revealed that approximately 91% of all 

participants’ preferences about where to live in their old age were any 

living arrangement other than the nursing home itself (TÜİK, 2006). 

Currently, only 0,4% out of all the Turkish elderly people live in nursing 

homes (Aile ve Sosyal Politikalar Bakanlığı, 2015). Hence the “total 

institution” conceptualization becomes particularly useful for the Turkish 

case in explaining why and how nursing homes are still faced with 

resistance from a significant segment of society. 

4. Conclusion 

Turkish population is getting older; and increasingly more and more 

people are being admitted to nursing homes. These trends would make 

the “nursing home” an apparent facet of population ageing in Turkey. 

Urbanization, women’s increased participation in labour force and 

ideational change from collectivism to individualism have altogether 

influenced the ways how elderly care has been approached. In current 

material conditions, which have greatly changed the intergenerational 

relationships, a number of families have to prefer placing their elderly 

members into nursing homes.  

However, due to a cultural lag which points out to the fact that the non-

material culture lags behind the material culture derived from these 

material conditions, nursing homes are generally considered socially 

unacceptable. This is accompanied with the very fact that the 

institutionalized elderly, who have formerly been regarded as the 

authority in the family, have begun to be ruled under an authority and 
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have lost their autonomy. Nevertheless, nursing homes may also be 

considered to be necessary and inevitable part of the modern society, 

where bureaucratic organizations take over many functions of the family 

for a relief from the burdens imposed by modern lifestyles.  

In Turkey, where this cultural lag still exists, studying on nursing homes 

should be of particular importance. This is because although these 

institutions have emerged due to a necessity, they are approached with a 

negative public attitude. Especially when compared with its Western 

counterparts, Turkish culture regarding family has traditionally been 

based on the notion of filial piety, which is referred to the idea that 

children of the aged are the primarily responsible party for caring for 

their elderly parents. This notion, despite of the changing 

intergenerational relations, restrains people from admitting to nursing 

homes. 

To sum up, due to the transition from traditional to modern society, a dual 

structure co-exists in Turkey. Throughout this transition, the family, as 

well as other social institutions, tries to make adaptive changes. Among 

these adaptations, the phenomenon of “nursing home” is standing upon 

an ambiguous point, since there is no agreed-upon and shared public 

opinion about it. On the one hand, it is considered to be a remedy for the 

changing intergenerational relationships within the family, and on the 

other hand it is considered to be a total institution which erodes the 

former individual agency of elderly people. By drawing upon the 

conceptualizations of “intergenerational relationship” and “total 

institution”, this study is a theoretical attempt to shed light on the ways 

how nursing home in Turkey is regarded and to provide an insight for 

further studies relevant to the issue concerned. 
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