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ABSTRACT

In contemporary societies, professional achievement increasingly dominates individual identities,
often overshadowing familial responsibilities and emotional connectedness. This conceptual
paper examines how career-centered work cultures contribute to emotional distancing between
adult children and their ageing parents. Drawing on sociological theories including Karl Marx’s
concept of alienation, Zygmunt Bauman’s liquid modernity (2000) and Anthony Giddens’
reflexive self-identity (1991), the study explores structural, cultural and psychological factors
shaping modern family relations. It argues that emotional distance is not merely an outcome of
individual neglect but a structural condition embedded within neoliberal labour regimes that
privilege mobility, competitiveness and self-optimization over relational continuity.Secondary
research, including Indian empirical studies on migration, loneliness and health outcomes among
older adults, situates the analysis within the Global South context, where rapid economic
transformation coexists with enduring cultural expectations of filial responsibility. Evidence
from the Longitudinal Ageing Study in India (LASI) and qualitative studies highlights emotional
distress, loneliness and social exclusion experienced by older adults whose children migrate for
education or work. International studies corroborate these findings, demonstrating similar
patterns of emotional disengagement in highly mobile and career-driven societies, thereby
indicating that such trends are globally patterned rather than culturally isolated.

The paper further interrogates how digital communication, remittance economies and
fragmented co-residence patterns reconfigure intergenerational intimacy without necessarily
sustaining emotional depth. While technological mediation and community networks function as
partial buffers, they cannot fully substitute embodied care and sustained presence. By
conceptually linking career priorities with emotional detachment, this study advances a structural
understanding of shifting intergenerational dynamics and challenges prevailing neoliberal
definitions of success. The findings carry implications for sociological theory, ageing studies,
public policy, eldercare frameworks and organizational cultures, advocating for a redefinition of
success that integrates emotional responsibility alongside professional achievement.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In contemporary societies, the concept of success has shifted from moral, social and relational
achievements to economic and professional milestones. Traditionally, success encompassed
social respect, ethical conduct and strong family bonds but modern definitions increasingly
prioritize financial prosperity, global mobility and professional prestige (Bauman, 2000;
Giddens, 1991). These shifts are closely linked to globalization, technological advancement and
competitive labor markets, which collectively shape individual priorities and identities. Career-
centered lifestyles not only redefine time and attention but also restructure emotional investment,
often at the expense of sustained family engagement. Work increasingly becomes a primary site
of identity formation, social validation and self-worth, thereby displacing kinship as the central
organizing principle of adult life.

Adult children’s pursuit of high-paying careers, professional recognition and global
mobility frequently results in prolonged physical separation from ageing parents. In India, the
expansion of international migration and urban-centric employment has intensified this trend,
disrupting traditional caregiving structures and emotional support systems (Das et al., 2023,
Barman et al., 2025). The gradual shift from joint and interdependent family arrangements to
nuclear and geographically dispersed households has further weakened everyday
intergenerational interaction. Studies show that parental migration is associated with heightened
loneliness, depressive symptoms, and social isolation among older adults (Singh & Bhatia, 2024;
Patel et al., 2023). Beyond material remittances, what is often diminished is routine emotional
presence and embodied care.This situation raises critical sociological, ethical and policy
questions. Are contemporary definitions of success marginalizing relational obligations and
emotional care? How do career-induced mobility and modern work demands restructure norms
of filial responsibility and intergenerational reciprocity? Moreover, how can technological
solutions, community support systems and organizational policies mitigate these impacts without
normalizing emotional substitution?

By integrating classical sociological theory, contemporary workfamily conflict research
and Indian empirical evidence, this paper examines the interplay between career priorities,
migration and emotional disengagement. It contributes to a nuanced understanding of how
modern work cultures reshape intergenerational dynamics and highlights the implications for
social cohesion, eldercare policy and the redefinition of success in late modern societies.
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2. RESEARCH SCOPE

2.1 Review of Literature

Classic sociological theory provides foundational insights into emotional disengagement within
modern work cultures. Karl Marx’s concept of alienation initially applied to labor under
capitalism suggests that individuals valued primarily as productive agents may become detached
from personal relationships, leading to emotional disconnection. In the context of career-centric
societies, alienation can manifest in reduced engagement with ageing parents, diminished family
time and prioritization of professional goals over relational bonds. Zygmunt Bauman’s theory of
liquid modernity (2000) highlights the fragility and fluidity of contemporary social ties. Modern
work cultures, characterized by mobility, short-term contracts, and frequent relocation, render
sustained emotional connections difficult. Bauman emphasizes that while relationships remain
technically possible, their emotional depth and stability are often compromised. Anthony
Giddens’ concept of reflexive self-identity (1991) examines how individuals actively construct
identities in response to social expectations. Professional roles increasingly dominate self-
concept, influencing time allocation, emotional availability and relational priorities. Giddens’
framework helps explain why adult children, even when aware of parental needs, may
inadvertently prioritize career over family.

Arlie Hochschild (1983; 2012) highlights the concept of emotional labor and work-family
conflict. Modern professionals often expend significant emotional and cognitive resources at
work, limiting the capacity for nurturing relationships at home. Work-family conflict theory
suggests that the competing demands of professional life reduce both quality and quantity of
emotional interactions within families.

INDIAN EMPIRICAL STUDIES:

* The Longitudinal Ageing Study in India (LASI) shows that older adults with migrant
children report higher loneliness, depressive symptoms and social isolation compared to
co-residing families (Das et al., 2023; Singh & Bhatia, 2024).

* Qualitative research from Kerala highlights that despite frequent mobile communication,
older parents experience emotional neglect and feelings of abandonment when children
reside elsewhere (Barman et al., 2025).

e Community engagement and social capital partially buffer emotional distress, yet these
mechanisms cannot fully substitute for physical presence and caregiving by family (Patel et
al., 2023).

e Other regional studies (Chaudhuri & Nair, 2021; Rao, 2022) underscore that urbanization
and nuclear family structures exacerbate the erosion of traditional intergenerational
support.
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INTERNATIONAL LITERATURE

* Research in the UK, Italy and the US indicates that high-income, mobile societies
experience similar patterns of emotional disengagement, with career mobility and
professional success prioritized over familial care (Victor et al., 2022; Arpino & Bordone,
2019).

» Cross-cultural evidence shows that while economic remittances from migrating children
improve material wellbeing, emotional and social needs remain inadequately addressed
(Cicirelli, 2015).

2.2 RESEARCH GAP

While prior studies examine work-family conflict, migration and elderly wellbeing, few integrate
these dimensions conceptually within the Indian socio-cultural context. Specifically, the moral
and sociological implications of career-induced emotional disengagement remain underexplored.
There is a need to examine how modern definitions of success contribute to the emotional
wellbeing of older adults.

2.3 Objectives

1. Examine the impact of career-centered lifestyles on intergenerational emotional
engagement.

2. Analyze relationships between adult children’s migration and older adults’ mental health in
India.

3. Conceptually link classical sociological theories with contemporary Indian family
dynamics.

4. Propose a framework to mitigate career-induced emotional disengagement in families.

2.4 Hypothesis
H1: Career-centered work culture is positively associated with emotional distancing between
adult children and ageing parents.

3. METHODOLOGY

This conceptual research paper is based on secondary data analysis, literature reviewand
theoretical integration. Sources include peer-reviewed Indian and international journals, national
surveys (LASI), and classical sociological texts. No primary data were collected. The
methodological approach is qualitative and analytical, aiming to develop a conceptual framework
linking career priorities with emotional disengagement. The analysis examines:

» Sociological theories (alienation, liquid modernity, reflexive self-identity)
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* Indian empirical evidence
» International comparative literature.

This methodology allows the study to integrate cross-cultural perspectives and sociological
insights while maintaining a clear focus on the Indian context and contemporary family
structures.

4. DISCUSSION

Career-centered work cultures are a significant structural factor shaping emotional distance
between generations. Adult children increasingly prioritize career success over relational
obligations, reflecting Marx’s alienation. This detachment is not merely individual but structural,
driven by labor market demands, globalization and professional mobility.

Bauman’s (2000) liquid modernity underscores that modern social ties are transient and
fragile. Migrant children often maintain technical contact through phone calls or social media,
but these forms of communication fail to provide meaningful emotional support. Giddens’
(1991) reflexive self-identity further explains how professional roles dominate self-concept,
making family care a secondary priority.

Hochschild (1983; 2012) emphasizes emotional labor at work as a major contributor to
limited family engagement. Emotional exhaustion from professional obligations reduces the
quality of interactions with ageing parents, often resulting in feelings of neglect or abandonment
among older adults.

Indian Evidence:

 LASI (Das et al.,, 2023; Singh & Bhatia, 2024) highlights that parental loneliness and
depressive symptoms are significantly higher among left-behind older adults.

* Qualitative studies (Barman et al., 2025) indicate that while technology facilitates
communication, physical absence cannot be replaced.

* Regional surveys (Chaudhuri & Nair, 2021; Rao, 2022) demonstrate that nuclearization and
urban migration exacerbate emotional disengagement.

International Perspective:

* Research in Europe and North America shows similar trends: older adults experience
emotional isolation even when children remit financially (Victor et al., 2022; Arpino &
Bordone, 2019).

» Cross-cultural analyses highlight that material support does not equate to emotional care,
reinforcing the importance of physical presence.
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Policy and Practical Implications:
1. Organizations must implement work-life balance policies, flexible schedules and eldercare
leave.
2. Community programs should strengthen social support networks for older adults.
Technology should supplement but not replace intergenerational interaction.
4. Families should prioritize emotionally meaningful engagement alongside career goals.

w

This integrated approach demonstrates the interplay between social structures, professional
demands and family dynamics, highlighting that redefining success to include relational
responsibility is essential for societal wellbeing.

5. CONCLUSION

Career-centered work cultures, while promoting economic growth and professional achievement,
often lead to emotional disengagement within families. Classical sociological theories, combined
with contemporary Indian and international studies, indicate that prioritizing professional
identity over relational obligations can negatively impact the emotional wellbeing of ageing
parents. Loneliness, social exclusion and psychological distress emerge not merely as individual
experiences but as patterned social outcomes embedded within broader economic and
institutional transformations. The normalization of migration, extended work hours and
performance-driven identities subtly restructures familial expectations, redefining care as
optional rather than obligatory. The study emphasizes the need to redefine success beyond
material and professional accomplishments, integrating emotional responsibility and relational
care as central components of social achievement. Policies promoting worklife balance, eldercare
infrastructure, age-friendly communities and intergenerational engagement initiatives are
essential to address these emerging gaps. Organizational cultures must also recognize that
employee productivity is deeply connected to stable and emotionally secure family
environments. Families, in turn, must acknowledge that emotional support cannot be fully
replaced by financial remittances or virtual communication; sustained presence and affective
reciprocity remain foundational to intergenerational solidarity.

Future research should move beyond conceptual analyses to examine empirical
interventions that strengthen intergenerational bonds, particularly in high-mobility and career-
focused societies. Comparative cross-cultural studies, longitudinal assessments of ageing parents
and evaluations of digital mediation in sustaining emotional intimacy would further deepen
sociological understanding. This conceptual framework thus provides a foundation for critically
engaging with modern work cultures, transforming family dynamics and rethinking the evolving
moral and sociological dimensions of success in India and globally.
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