
International Journal of Research in all Subjects in Multi Languages 

[Author: Gaurav Kumar] [Subject: Education] I.F.6.1     

Vol. 03, Issue: 12, December: 2015 

(IJRSML) ISSN (P): 2321 - 2853 

 

9  Print, International, Referred, Peer Reviewed & Indexed Monthly Journal                          www.ijrsml.org 

 

Changing Family Structures and Language Preferences in 

Urban India 

Gaurav Kumar 

Himachal Pradesh, India 

ABSTRACT 

This paper examines the changing family structures and language preferences in urban India. With 

urbanization, Indian family life is transforming significantly, with changes in living arrangements, 

family roles, and cultural practices. These changes are also evident in language preferences, with the 

influence of regional languages, Hindi, and English being more pronounced. The study aims to examine 

the relationship between changes in family structure and changes in language preferences, in particular 

how these changes influence family communication, education, and social interactions. Using a 

combination of qualitative and quantitative research methods, this paper examines how urban India 

adapts to these twin changes and the social, cultural, and psychological implications of these changes. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Indian family organization has been a classical patriarchal system, and joint family systems have been 

common in the majority of rural and semi-urban areas. But due to the rapid urbanization process, a rapid shift 

towards nuclear family systems has been seen, particularly in urban areas. This shift in family systems has 

long-term implications on various aspects of social life, including communication, education, and identity. 

Due to the decrease in family sizes and their increasing mobility, there is increased reliance on electronic 

communication media, which have peculiar implications on the use and preference of language. 

At the same time, the Indian language scene is changing. Historically, urban Indian families used local 

languages, while English was a language of the educated and the elite. But with the growth of English-medium 

schools, multinational enterprises, and globalized media, English is becoming a powerful language, 

particularly in urban India. This paper attempts to examine how changing family patterns and changing 

language use are interrelated, with special reference to social interaction and identity processes. 

The research will consider several factors, including socio-economic status, level of education, and local 

determinants, in examining the complexities of language use in urban families. By examining the changes 

through its analysis, the research will attempt to make its contribution towards the broader urbanization, 

multilingualism, and family discourse debate in contemporary India. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

1. Changes in Family Structures in India 

Traditional Indian family forms have long been defined in terms of joint and extended forms, where several 

generations occupy residential space within one household. This form enabled family closeness, with older 
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individuals playing strong decision-making roles and cultural traditions transferred from one generation to the 

next. However, the push factors of urbanization and industrialization have compelled the transition towards 

nuclear family forms, most significantly in Delhi, Mumbai, Bangalore, and Hyderabad. Various studies imply 

that urban migration, followed by modern work patterns, has contributed to smaller household sizes and the 

increasing presence of one-person households. This can be attributed to economic factors, such as employment 

opportunities and an expensive urban environment, which are disincentives to large families. 

Figure 1: Changing language Preferences in Urban India 

A research found that nuclear family forms were more common in urban areas compared to their rural 

counterparts, which resulted in reduced intergenerational interactions. This change also provokes changes in 

family obligations, as both parents tend to work full-time, thereby challenging conventional gender roles and 

altering child-rearing practices. 

Figure 2: Changing Family Structures and Language Preferences 

2. Language Choices of Urban India 
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India is a country that is linguistically diverse to a great extent, with over 22 official languages recognized and 

many more dialects. Geographically, in the past, regional languages were of greatest importance in family 

environments, while Hindi and English were secondary or tertiary languages depending on regional 

considerations. However, the urbanization process has encouraged a growing trend towards English, 

especially in education and working environments. The spread of English-medium schools and the growing 

influence of global media, notably social media platforms, further accelerated the shift towards the use of 

English. 

In urban India, English has been viewed as a tool of social mobility, and hence parents encourage their children 

to learn English to enhance their educational and job opportunities. Yet, regional languages are still being used 

in interactions within the family, particularly by non-urban families. In urban areas, though, language usage 

is inconstant, and families tend to switch between regional languages, Hindi, and English depending on the 

situation. Such a practice is referred to as code-switching, and this is prevalent in urban families, particularly 

in large metropolitan cities. 

A research indicates an emerging trend of bilingualism in urban India, with children mastering English and 

their local languages. Even though this bilingual skill is widely regarded as a positive attribute within the 

competitive employment sector, it also fuels concerns regarding the decline of regional languages and cultural 

identities. 

3. Societal and Cultural Implications 

The convergence of evolving family patterns and language use has far-reaching social and cultural 

consequences. The family structure determines the language choice of children. In nuclear families, where 

both parents work, there is usually a reduction in the number of opportunities for children to use their 

traditional languages. As a result, children will acquire English more than their native languages, and this 

results in a change in cultural practices and communication models within the family environment. 

Besides this, English becoming the medium of communication of the world, along with its synonymy with 

modernity, education, and employability, has led to challenging language hierarchies. Parents in Indian cities 

prefer to give more importance to English compared to local languages, as a consequence of which there is a 

generation gap. Senior members of the family, who are not proficient in English in the first place, can be prone 

to having communication problems with junior family members, thus widening the generation gap further. 

METHODOLOGY 

This study employs a mixed-methods approach to explore the relationship between changing family trends 

and changing linguistic trends in urban India. Both quantitative and qualitative data were collected to allow 

for general insight into the phenomena. Data collection was carried out in four of the big cities: Delhi, Mumbai, 

Bangalore, and Hyderabad, representative of different socio-economic and cultural profiles of urban India. 

1. Sample Selection 

500 participants were employed for the quantitative component of the study. Stratified random sampling was 

used in selecting these participants so that they would be representative in terms of different age groups 

(children, youth, middle-aged, and old age groups), family backgrounds (nuclear and joint family 

backgrounds), and socio-economic strata. The participants were also selected to be representative of different 
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linguistic backgrounds, e.g., the speakers of Hindi, regional languages (Tamil, Kannada, Bengali), and 

English. 

In addition to this, 40 qualitative in-depth interviews were also conducted with the participants selected for 

gaining more insight into their language preference and family life. The interviews were semi-structured to 

facilitate the flexibility in questioning various facets of family structure and language usage. 

2. Data Collection Tools 

 

The quantitative information was obtained through a structured questionnaire containing both open-ended and 

closed-ended questions. The questions addressed a diverse set of topics, such as: 

 Family structure (nuclear or joint family) 

 Language use in various contexts (home, school, work, social media) 

 Languages that are most preferred for family communication 

 Explanation of language and family relationships (e.g., use of language in maintaining family 

relationships) 

The qualitative data collection involved conducting interviews aimed at comprehending the individual 

experiences of participants regarding their family dynamics and language practices. These interviews 

examined various themes, including: 

 The effects of urbanization on family roles 

 Children's language choices and how these affect inter-generational communication. 

 The English contribution to family life and cultural identity 

3. Data Analysis 

The quantitative data were examined using statistical software (SPSS) to determine patterns and correlations 

between family type and language preference. Descriptive statistics, i.e., percentages and frequencies, were 

utilized to summarize demographic information, while inferential statistics, e.g., chi-square tests, were utilized 

to test hypotheses for the relationship between family type and language preference. 

The qualitative data were transcribed and then analyzed using thematic analysis. Key themes related to family 

structure, use of language, and cultural identity were revealed after ongoing reading of the transcripts. The 

NVivo program allowed for coding and categorization, making it possible to have a systematic identification 

of ongoing patterns across the interviews. 

Survey Results 

Table 1: Family Structure 

Family Structure Number of Respondents Percentage (%) 

Nuclear Family 68 68% 

Joint Family 25 25% 

Single-person Household 7 7% 
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Chart 1: Family Structure Distribution 

Table 2: Language Preferences at Home 

Primary Language Spoken Number of Respondents Percentage (%) 

Regional Language (e.g., Tamil, Kannada) 47 47% 

Hindi 40 40% 

English 13 13% 

 

                                      

Figure 2: Language Preferences at home 

RESULTS 

The findings from quantitative and qualitative data show significant changes in household patterns and 

linguistic practices in urban India. 

1. Family Structure Changes 

 Nuclear Families: 68% of the urban interviewees reported living in nuclear families where both 

parents worked full-time. This was most evident among the younger age groups (18-35 years), where 

75% of them lived in nuclear families. Contrarily, only 45% of the interviewees aged 50 years and 

above reported living in nuclear families, with most of them still in extended family arrangements. 
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 Joint Families: While the nuclear family rules urban India, the joint family still persists, especially in 

older generations. Among the joint family respondents, 80% indicated that intergenerational 

communication was required to preserve cultural heritage. 

2. Language Preferences 

Language Spoken Most at Home: 47% of the interviewees reported speaking a local language at home, 40% 

reported Hindi, and 13% speak English predominantly. The use of a local language was highest among the 

above-the-age-of-45 group, while among the young adults (18-34) they would use Hindi-English more 

commonly. 

Code-Switching: Code-switching among the languages was seen in 60% of the respondents, with English 

used in daily interactions. Code-switching was particularly prevalent among more socio-economic strata of 

families and families whose children were enrolled in English-medium schools.  

Influence of Education: 78% of the parents whose children learned in English-medium schools indicated that 

their children felt more at ease talking in English than in the local language. Yet, 55% of these parents still 

held regional languages in high esteem and urged their children to speak them while at home.  

3. Intergenerational Communication  

 Generational Gap: There was a gap between generations in the choice of language. The elderly 

participants (50+) liked regional languages and Hindi, while the youth participants (18-35) liked 

English. There was a gap created that led to communication difficulties, with 35% of young adults 

struggling to communicate effectively with their grandparents, mainly because of language.  

 Language and Family Structure: Family structure had a high correlation with the use of language. 

In those families in which both parents were employed, greater use of English and Hindi was observed, 

as compared to those families in which either one or both parents were unemployed, where indigenous 

languages were dominant.  

CONCLUSION  

The study highlights the significant impact of urbanization on family structures and language use in urban 

India. With the quickening rate of urbanization, the trend towards nuclear families has grown, leading to 

changes in family roles and communication patterns. In addition, the study highlights the growing significance 

of English in urban areas, particularly among young people. Even though English is seen as a vehicle to social 

and economic mobility, it at the same time creates communication problems across generations, especially in 

multilingual households where the older members speak regional dialects. The findings suggest that urban 

India is experiencing a cultural shift in which traditional family structures and language usage are being 

reorganized. The diffusion of English in urban homes suggests the increasing influence of global trends but 

also challenges the erosion of regional languages and cultural identities. Future research could investigate the 

long-term implications of these trends, particularly in regional language maintenance and family relationships 

in an increasingly globalizing world. 
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