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Abstract

Retirement timing is associated with health and economic outcomes for older adults. However, it 

is unclear how the pressures of supporting older parents and young adult children are associated 

with retirement. This study uses a life course perspective to consider how the linked lives 

of working older adults and their support of adult children and parents are associated with 

retirement. Cox proportional hazard models are estimated using the Health and Retirement 

Study (1992–2014) to assess the relationship between intergenerational support exchanges and 

retirement timing by gender and race/ethnicity. Providing most types of intergenerational support 

and especially providing time support are associated with an increased risk of retirement. Unlike 

all other respondents, Hispanic women providing intergenerational time support have similar 

retirement risks as those not providing any intergenerational support. These differing patterns by 

race/ethnicity suggest that earlier life course trajectories may shape older adults’ ability to respond 

to family needs.
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Introduction

In recent years the average age of retirement has been increasing. In 2010, 42% of workers 

expected to retire after 65 or not at all compared to only 11% two decades earlier; this 

trend is likely driven by a combination of several changes that increase the incentives 

to work longer as the burden of ensuring enough retirement savings increasingly falls 

on individuals and their families (Quinn 2010). Despite these increases, most workers, 

either by choice or inability to continue working, retire before their full Social Security 

eligibility (Purcell 2016). Although many individual social, demographic, and economic 

characteristics are associated with retirement timing, researchers increasingly recognize the 

importance of understanding retirement decisions as family decisions rather than solely 

individual decisions (Dentinger and Clarkberg 2002; Matthews and Fisher 2012; Szinovacz, 

DeViney, and Davey 2001; Whitaker and Bokemeier 2018). Retirement timing has important 

implications for financial and psychological wellbeing, with evidence suggesting that early 

retirement can have negative economic and psychological consequences for older adults 

a.reyes@cornell.edu . 

HHS Public Access
Author manuscript
Soc Sci Res. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 January 01.

Published in final edited form as:
Soc Sci Res. 2023 January ; 109: 102783. doi:10.1016/j.ssresearch.2022.102783.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



(Fisher, Chaffee, and Sonnega 2016). Therefore, if family demands push older adults out 

of the labor force earlier, this may have long-lasting effects on their financial security and 

psychological wellbeing as older adults.

Midlife and older adults simultaneously face the pressures of preparing for retirement 

and supporting either aging parents or young adult children. Among older adults in 

midlife, over 80% provide intergenerational support to at least one generation, and about 

one-third support two generations simultaneously (Margolis and Wright 2016). The strains 

from providing intergenerational support may therefore shape retirement timing decisions. 

Providing instrumental caregiving support may crowd out work, whereas demands to help 

financially may pressure older adults to remain in the labor force.

Most research on intergenerational transfers has focused on the recipients’ characteristics 

and family structure. Recently, research has begun to examine what implications these 

intergenerational transfers may have for those providing these transfers. Previous research 

has found that parents with co-resident adult children have fewer assets and save less 

money (Maroto 2017, 2019). Additionally, research has shown that parents’ retirement 

expectations are sensitive to the events of their adult children. When coresident adult 

children move out, parents’ expectations of working longer decrease (Miller, Tamborini, 

and Reznik 2018). Much of the research has focused on a limited type of assistance, such 

as coresidence or caregiving; however, as older adults are potentially providing support to 

multiple generations, we need to assess the effects of all types of intergenerational support. 

Parents may grapple with the needs of both their adult children and their aging parents. 

Therefore, understanding how the overlapping intergenerational supports shape retirement 

decisions can advance family sociology and gerontological research on retirement. This 

study uses a life course framework to consider how competing intergenerational support 

demands shape retirement timing and how divergent life course pathways by race/ethnicity 

may alter the relationship between intergenerational support and retirement timing.

Background

Intergenerational Family Exchanges

Support in the form of financial resources, time, and shared housing are frequently 

exchanged across generations within families to help those in need of assistance (Bianchi et 

al. 2008). These types of exchanges may be especially significant during critical periods of 

transition, such as the transition to adulthood, transition to parenthood, and transition to a 

care-dependent (Seltzer and Bianchi 2013; Swartz 2009).

The transition to adulthood has been elongated as expectations for education have increased 

and economic independence has become more complex, leading many parents to assist 

their adult children as they manage the transition to adulthood (Swartz et al. 2011). This, 

in part, reflects the fact that young adults stay in school until later ages and have higher 

rates of unemployment and structural changes to the economy that have made economic 

independence more challenging to attain for young adults (Sironi and Furstenberg 2012; 

Vespa 2017). With the elongation of the transition to adulthood, parents support their adult 

children, in whole or in part, for a more extended period (Henretta, Van Voorhis, and Soldo 
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2018). Over the past 30 years, transfers from parents to young adults have increased in 

prevalence and amount (Wightman et al. 2013). Almost half of the adult children in their 

20s receive either financial or housing support from their parents (Swartz et al. 2011). With 

adult children dependent on their parents until later ages, this may influence the retirement 

timing decisions of older adults. Not only are parents supporting their adult children 

longer, but when adult children have their own children, the presence of grandchildren 

can also increase demands on older adults. Many grandparents provide childcare assistance 

or financial assistance, especially when grandchildren are younger (Ho 2013; Luo et al. 

2012). Caregiving support to grandchildren may pose a competing demand with work and 

encourage an earlier retirement.

Norms and trends for intergenerational support exchanges are not uniform across race/

ethnicity. White families tend to exchange more financial support, whereas black and 

Hispanic families are more likely to provide housing support (Sarkisian, Gerena, and 

Gerstel 2007; Sarkisian and Gerstel 2004). Inequalities explain a large portion of racial 

differences in income transfers to children because structural factors such as wealth, income, 

and education are not equal across groups (Berry 2006). Black and Hispanic parents are 

also more likely to provide care for grandchildren (Luo et al. 2012). These differences in 

intergenerational exchanges suggest that the tradeoffs of providing time help compared to 

monetary support may also vary by race/ethnicity. The cumulation of life experiences may 

shape how older adults weigh these tradeoffs as they approach retirement.

At the other end of the life course, as older adults age, their need for care and support 

increases as they become at greater risk of health declines (Schulz et al. 2016). For instance, 

by age 65, older parents become equally likely to be residing in their adult child’s home 

as the reverse (Ruggles 2007). Coresidence at older ages often facilitates the provision of 

care, and about 40% of disabled older adults rely on unpaid care (Seltzer and Bianchi 2013; 

Spillman and Pezzin 2000). Providing caregiving support to older parents by assisting with 

care activities is a more common form of upward transfer than providing financial transfers 

and is more commonly performed by daughters than sons (Seltzer and Bianchi 2013; Wolff 

et al. 2016). Though Black adult children are more likely than white children to support their 

parents through financial transfers, this too may be associated with health declines to help 

offset the cost of medical needs (Park 2018).

Over time intergenerational exchanges have increasingly flowed from older generations to 

younger generations (Kahn, Goldscheider, and García-Manglano 2013). Nevertheless, about 

one-third of older adults find themselves helping parents (Margolis and Wright 2016). 

Those who provide help to both generations simultaneously are often termed the “sandwich 

generation” to recognize the financial and emotional strains that may arise from supporting 

two generations (Chassin et al. 2010; Margolis and Wright 2016; Spillman and Pezzin 

2000). As life expectancy has increased, few adults provide care for aging parents and 

dependent children simultaneously (Grundy and Henretta 2006). However, intergenerational 

exchanges to young adult children, such as financial support or caring for grandchildren, 

may still strain middle and older-age parents who feel financial and occasional time 

demands from both generations.

Reyes Page 3

Soc Sci Res. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 January 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Consequences of Intergenerational Support—Most research has focused on the 

patterns of intergenerational exchange and what predicts receipt of support, as opposed 

to the consequences of providing intergenerational assistance. One exception is research 

about the strain experienced by the sandwich generation. The pressures of the sandwich 

generation are negatively associated with health behaviors and individual wellbeing (Chassin 

et al. 2010; Rubin and White-Means 2009). Beyond health, sandwiched caregivers also face 

work-life tradeoffs. Previous research has noted that reductions in work hours and labor 

force exits are more common for those providing support to both generations (Rubin and 

White-Means 2009; Spiess and Schneider 2003). However, we know less about the more 

common types of support many older workers make, such as financial support to young 

adults.

As support to young adults has become increasingly prevalent, researchers have also 

begun investigating the long-term consequences of providing support to young adults. This 

research has primarily focused on the effects of coresidence as this trend has become more 

common. For example, having an adult child move in is also associated with increased 

depressive symptoms among older adults (Caputo 2019). Parents whose adult children 

co-reside or rely on them for financial support also have decreased levels of wealth and 

an increase in debt in Canada (Maroto 2019). Coresidence of adult children has also been 

linked to a decrease in parental assets and a significant reduction in savings when their 

children co-reside in the United States (Maroto 2017). On the flip side, having a young adult 

child leave the parental home is associated with increased retirement contributions (Dushi et 

al. 2015).

Although most research on the consequences of intergenerational support has not focused on 

race/ethnic differences, given different family norms and wealth profiles by race/ethnicity, 

the consequences of parents’ intergenerational support may vary as well. Blacks and 

Hispanics, on average, have less income and wealth to transfer, yet they exhibit strong 

familial norms; therefore, they may be more likely to shortchange their savings for 

retirement by retiring earlier than whites. Previous research has found racial differences 

in the effect of motherhood on work choices, which may extend later in the life course and 

shape retirement decisions as well (Florian 2018). Given these differences, understanding 

how the linked lives of parents and their adult children differ across race and socioeconomic 

status is essential for understanding the intergenerational family processes.

Family Influences on Retirement—Decisions related to retirement timing are 

increasingly recognized as family decisions rather than exclusively individual decisions. 

Early work found that a spouse’s retirement was predictive of the retirement timing of 

husbands’ and wives’ retirement (Henkens 1999). When a spouse remains in the labor force, 

men are less likely to retire (Gustman and Steinmeier 2004). Further, women are more likely 

to retire early when married, mainly because of age differences between husbands and wives 

(Denaeghel, Mortelmans, and Borghgraef 2011; Finch 2013). Recent research has elucidated 

the mechanisms underlying retirement decision-making within couples by studying partners’ 

preference for their spouse’s retirement and found that both male and female workers are 

susceptible to spousal preferences directly or indirectly (Eismann, Henkens, and Kalmijn 

2019). Retirement timing is related not only to marital factors; children’s characteristics are 
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also important in shaping decisions about when to retire for older workers (Szinovacz et al. 

2001; Whitaker and Bokemeier 2018).

The number, age, and relationships with children also influence retirement timing. Having 

more children is associated with delays in retirement (Reitzes, Mutran, and Fernandez 

1998). Furthermore, having children who are financially dependent on parents is also 

associated with delays in retirement (Pienta and Hayward 2002; Szinovacz et al. 2001). 

Additionally, parents paying for their child’s college education are less likely to be retired, 

and having a child in school may also deter retirement (Bailey, Haynes, and Letiecq 

2013; Handwerker 2011). Furthermore, helping adult children by providing childcare to 

grandchildren is also associated with an increased likelihood of retirement among women 

(Lumsdaine and Vermeer 2015). Additionally, full retirement and postretirement work 

increase the likelihood of grandparenting compared to those remaining in their career 

employment (Grünwald, Damman, and Henkens 2021).

Much of the work understanding the influence of family on retirement has focused on the 

gendered effects of family factors on retirement, with women being more sensitive to family 

demands than men (Dentinger and Clarkberg 2002; Pavalko and Artis 1997; Reitzes et al. 

1998; Whitaker and Bokemeier 2018). One of the reasons women may be more likely to 

retire earlier than men is because they are more likely to take on a caregiving role and more 

likely to face a wage penalty for providing parental care than men (Glauber 2019). Previous 

research has found that women are more likely to retire to facilitate caregiving (Dentinger 

and Clarkberg 2002; Lumsdaine and Vermeer 2015). Those who take time off work due to 

family demands are less likely to be working later in life (Pienta, Burr, and Mutchler 1994).

Current Study

Drawing on key principles of the life course perspective, I argue that the decision to retire 

is shaped by one’s own circumstances and family needs over the working life course. As 

lives are linked or interconnected, the experiences of the family and the experiences of 

work are therefore linked throughout the life course. Each, in turn, shapes decision-making 

regarding retirement (Elder Jr 1977; Moen 1996). The life course perspective also stresses 

the importance of understanding that transitions, such as retirement, are the product of 

immediate circumstances and the accumulation of life circumstances that jointly shape life 

course social and economic capital (Ferraro, Shippee, and Schafer 2009; O’Rand 1996). The 

timing of children’s or parents’ needs and anticipated retirement may shape decisions to 

provide intergenerational support and alter retirement timing decisions.

The transition to retirement typically results in increased free time and decreased income. 

Consequently, the type of intergenerational support parents provide, an exchange of time 

or money, may encourage or discourage retirement. I make three hypotheses about the 

relationship between intergenerational transfers and retirement timing that emphasize the 

importance of the type of transfer:

Financial Support Hypothesis: Helping children or parents financially may delay 

retirement through two mechanisms. Providing support could interfere with savings for 
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retirement and encourage working longer to ensure sufficient income to provide monetary 

transfers.

Time Support Hypothesis: Providing caregiving support to parents or children may 

accelerate retirement timing because it requires having more free time and may not be 

compatible with work schedules.

Coresidence Support Hypothesis: Helping children through shared housing is an 

indirect form of financial support in many cases and has been linked to reduced savings. 

With reductions in savings, coresidence with adult children is hypothesized to delay 

retirement timing.

Gender and Race Differences: The key mechanism of both the financial support 

hypothesis and coresidence support hypothesis involves the provision of financial support. 

Therefore, I hypothesize that men and non-Hispanic whites will be more sensitive to their 

families’ financial needs than women and Black or Hispanic respondents. Societal norms 

shape expectations of providing, and therefore, men and non-Hispanic whites may be more 

likely to delay retirement to provide financial support. Specifically, I argue that men’s 

retirement decisions may be more sensitive to the financial needs of intergenerational family 

members as they are often perceived as the primary economic provider, which is central to 

men’s identity and cultural norms of masculinity (Loretto and Vickerstaff 2013; Townsend 

2010). Additionally, white respondents may be more sensitive to the financial needs of 

families because they have a greater propensity to provide financial exchanges than other 

race/ethnic groups (Sarkisian and Gerstel 2004). Although coresidence is common in Black 

and Hispanic families because it may be motivated by more than financial support, I do not 

expect Black and Hispanic workers’ retirement decisions to be as sensitive to coresidence 

support as white workers.

As the time support hypothesis requires providing care to parents or grandchildren, groups 

with a greater social expectation to provide care may be more sensitive to the time support 

hypothesis. Therefore, I hypothesize that women will be more sensitive to the time support 

hypothesis than men and be more likely to retire earlier when they provide time assistance. 

Women in these cohorts often take on greater family responsibilities regardless of labor 

force participation, especially in the domain of caregiving (Lee and Tang 2015; Moen, 

Robison, and Fields 1994; Patterson and Margolis 2019), and previous work has suggested 

that women are more sensitive to these types of family needs than men (Dentinger and 

Clarkberg 2002; Whitaker and Bokemeier 2018). Similarly, Black and Hispanic families 

may be more sensitive to the time support hypothesis than non-Hispanic white families 

because of their stronger family obligations for providing caregiving support. These norms, 

coupled with lower average wages for Black and Hispanic workers, may increase the 

likelihood of earlier retirement to provide care assistance.

Data and Methods

This study utilizes longitudinal data from the Health and Retirement Survey (HRS), 1992–

2014. The HRS is sponsored by the National Institute on Aging (NIA U01AG009740) and 
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is conducted by the University of Michigan. Respondents aged 50 and older are interviewed 

every two years, with new cohorts added every six years to keep the sample representative 

of older adults aged 50 and older over time. HRS collects information on a wide range of 

topics, including work, retirement, and family. Data from the RAND HRS Family Data 2014 

is combined with HRS core data on the respondent.1.

To identify the time ordering of events, this analysis is restricted to adults observed in 

the labor force at their first observation (as opposed to retired or not in the labor force). 

The analysis is also limited to respondents who are parents of children aged 25 and older. 

Respondents who HRS aggregates in the “other” race category are excluded from the sample 

(N=703) because they are too small to compare to other race/ethnic groups. Those who 

are missing on any of the covariates are also excluded. Sample selection decisions are 

documented in Appendix Figure A1.

Outcome Measure

Retirement is measured using an indicator of retirement and age at retirement as the duration 

variable. Age at retirement is calculated by using the first self-reported retirement date and 

birthdate to estimate the age at retirement. Although during the survey, individuals can 

“unretire,” that is, report retired in one wave, and in the labor force in future waves, the 

focus of this study is on the first self-reported retirement transition because it signals crucial 

shifts in social and economic resources as well as social identity (Bordia, Read, and Bordia 

2020; Maestas 2010). For those who are not observed retiring during the survey, their age 

at the last interview is estimated using the interview date and birthdate. An indicator of ever 

retiring is used to indicate those cases that are right-censored in the model.

Key Independent Variables

The key variables of interest for this study are seven measures of cumulative 

intergenerational support. These measures capture intergenerational exchange that occurs 

before retirement—the first three capture downward intergenerational support through 

money, time, and housing. Financial transfers to adult children indicate the respondent 

provided financial help or gifts totaling more than $500. Grandchild care is operationalized 

as providing at least 100 hours taking care of non-resident grandchildren or great-

grandchildren. Co-residence of an adult child captures sharing a residence with a child 

over the age of 25. The following three measures include upward transfers to parents along 

the same three dimensions: money, time, and housing. Financial transfers to parents give 

a parent at least $500 toward helping pay bills or covering specific costs such as medical 

care. Parental caregiving is operationalized as providing personal care assistance to either 

parent. The coresidence of a parent is sharing a residence with a parent. The last measure 

of intergenerational support, financial dependent, captures significant financial support to 

parents, children, or other relatives. Financial dependent is a binary measure of any relative 

outside a respondent’s household being financially dependent on them for more than half 

of their support. These variables are also used to construct two categorical combinations 

1The RAND HRS Family Data contains detailed information about the characteristics of respondents' families, including kids, 
kids-in-law, parents, and siblings. These files were developed at RAND with funding from the National Institute on Aging and the 
Health and Retirement Study (2018).
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of support: any intergenerational support (yes/no) and type of assistance (financial support 

only/financial and/or coresidence/any time help).

Gender and race/ethnicity are included as key sociodemographic variables. Gender is used 

to stratify the analysis for women and men. Race/ethnicity is coded into three categories: 

non-Hispanic white, non-Hispanic black, and Hispanic.

Control Variables

In addition to intergenerational support measures, two family composition measures are also 

included that previous research has found to be significant for understanding retirement 

decisions: marital status and the number of children (Matthews and Fisher 2013). Marital 

status is a dichotomous measure of married/partnered or single, and the number of children 

is a continuous variable of the number of living children.

A set of control variables is included that have been associated with retirement timing in 

previous research to capture socioeconomic status, work characteristics, and health (Fisher 

et al. 2016). Time-varying controls are measured in the wave prior to retirement for those 

observed retiring and in the last observed wave for those not observed retiring.

Differences in socioeconomic status are captured by controlling for logged household 

income, logged household wealth, homeownership, and education level. The household 

income variable measures the respondent’s and their spouse’s total income for the past 

year and includes earnings, pensions, government transfers, and capital income. Household 

wealth consists of all sources of financial wealth while excluding housing wealth and debt. 

Missing values for both income and wealth were imputed by HRS (for details, see: (Cao 

2001). Homeownership is a dichotomous measure indicating the respondent owns their own 

home. Education is categorized as less than high school, high school, some college, and 

bachelor’s or more.

Employment status and job characteristics are captured with indicators of full-time 

employment, self-employment, pension type, and job stress. Pension type is categorized 

as no pension, defined benefit (regardless of having a defined contribution), or defined 

contribution.

Workers who strongly agree or agree that their job involves a lot of stress are coded as 

having job stress. Respondents’ own self-rated health and spouse’s health are also included.

Analysis

I estimate Cox proportional hazard models of retirement to assess differences in retirement 

timing by intergenerational support measures. Cox proportional hazard models analyze the 

time to event and allow for censored data allowing the inclusion of respondents who do 

and do not experience retirement in the same model (Cox 1972). All models are stratified 

by gender to account for known gender differences in work-retirement transition timing. 

Additional models to test for gender differences are estimated. Race/ethnicity is examined 

on its own and as a moderator of intergenerational support measures to assess race/ethnic 

differences in the relationship between intergenerational support and retirement timing.
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In testing the assumption of proportional hazards, race, education, and marital status have 

a significant interaction with time. Sensitivity tests, including interaction terms between 

time and race, education, and marital status in the models, suggests this does not alter the 

substantive conclusions from the models. Following previous research, unweighted data is 

used because there is a lack of consensus on incorporating time-varying weights in Cox 

proportional hazards models (Lumsdaine and Vermeer 2015; Sonnega et al. 2018). As a 

robustness check, analyses using the pre-retirement interview weight are estimated, and 

findings are unchanged. Robust standard errors are estimated to account for clustering and 

other uncontrolled aspects of survey design.

Results

Table 1 presents frequencies of intergenerational support variables by gender and race/

ethnicity. Providing intergenerational support is very common, with at least three-quarters 

of respondents in each demographic providing intergenerational assistance (Table 1). Black 

men are the least likely to be providing intergenerational support, at 76% providing any 

help compared to over 80% for other groups. Helping adult children, especially financial 

transfers to adult children, is the most common form of intergenerational exchange. Notable 

differences by race/ethnicity and, to a lesser extent, gender are evident across the different 

types of intergenerational support. White parents are much more likely to be giving financial 

transfers to their children than Black or Hispanic parents and less likely to be giving 

financial transfers to their parents. Caregiving for a parent is most common among Hispanic 

men and women at 24% and 25%. Financial transfers to parents and coresidence of parents 

are also most common among Hispanic men and women. Women are more likely to be 

providing grandchild care, especially Black women, of whom 50% provide grandchild care 

compared to only about 44% of white women.

When collapsing by the type of support provided, apparent race/ethnic differences emerge. 

White men and women are more likely than Black and Hispanic respondents to be providing 

only financial help. In contrast, coresidence was most common among Hispanic men and 

women. Women, especially Black and Hispanic women, were more likely to provide time 

help than men.

Hazard ratios of retirement timing for women by intergenerational support are presented in 

Table 2. A hazard ratio of less than one can be interpreted as a lower risk of retirement than 

the reference category, and a hazard ratio greater than one can be interpreted as a greater risk 

of retirement than the reference group. Adjusting for social and demographic characteristics 

associated with retirement, providing any type of intergenerational support is associated with 

a significantly higher risk of retirement than those providing no support (Model 1). When 

looking at each intergenerational exchange individually, three out of the seven are associated 

with earlier retirement: providing monetary transfers to children, caring for grandchildren, 

and caring for a parent (Model 2). Only one intergenerational exchange is associated with 

retiring later: having a financially dependent family member.

In the next model, intergenerational exchanges are categorized by type, and significant 

differences in the association between type of support and retirement timing are observed 
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(Model 3). These patterns are evident from looking at the hazards of retirement (Figure 

1). Providing no intergenerational support is associated with the lowest risk of retirement, 

followed by only financial and coresident support, and then giving time assistance is 

associated with the highest risk of retirement. The differences in retirement risk by type 

of support emerge around age 60 and increase with age.

This pattern is not consistent across race/ethnicity (Model 4). The difference in the patterns 

by race/ethnicity is evident from the estimated hazard functions (Figure 2). White and Black 

women follow a similar pattern. Those only helping financially or providing coresidence 

have a higher hazard of retirement than those providing no intergenerational exchange but 

a lower risk of retirement than those providing time help. Hispanic women have a lower 

hazard of retirement overall, and differences by type of support follow a different pattern and 

are much smaller. Hispanic women providing only financial support have the lowest hazard 

of retirement, though it is not significantly different from no support. Hispanic women 

who provide time assistance appear to have a slightly higher risk of retirement, though this 

increased risk is negligible.

Turning to men, the hazard ratios of retirement timing by intergenerational support are 

presented in Table 3. As with women, they are providing intergenerational support is 

associated with retiring earlier for men (Model 1). Again, differences for each exchange 

are estimated in Model 2. Five types of intergenerational support are associated with an 

increased risk of retirement for men: providing monetary transfers to children, providing 

care for grandchildren, having a parent or adult child co-reside, and providing care to a 

parent. Two types of intergenerational support are associated with a lower risk of retirement: 

having a financial dependent and providing financial support to parents.

In the next model, intergenerational exchanges are collapsed into categories by type (Model 

3). Significant differences in retirement timing by type of support are also found for men. 

The hazards of retirement by type are plotted in Figure 3. Like women, men providing no 

intergenerational support have the lowest retirement risk, followed by coresidence support 

and then closely by only financial support. Those giving time support have the highest 

risk of retirement. Differences in these patterns by race/ethnicity are estimated in Model 

4. The association between type of support and retirement timing is moderated by race/

ethnicity, and these differences are shown in Figure 4. White men follow a similar pattern 

as observed for the full sample. White men providing only financial support have a greater 

risk of retirement than those providing none but less than those providing time assistance. 

The pattern is slightly different for Black men, with those providing coresidence support 

having a higher risk of retirement than those providing only financial support. The higher 

risk of retirement for those providing time assistance is smaller among Black men. The 

type of intergenerational support has a different association with retirement timing for 

Hispanic men. Hispanic men providing only financial and coresidence have similar hazards 

of retirement as those providing no assistance. Providing time assistance is associated with 

the greatest retirement risk among Hispanic men, and this increase for providing time 

support is larger than for White and Black men.
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Discussion

This study demonstrates the importance of taking a family life course perspective for 

understanding retirement timing and how intergenerational exchanges shape the lives of 

those who provide support. Intergenerational family support dynamics have significant 

associations with retirement timing, supporting a life course framework of retirement that 

incorporates the linked lives of family support exchanges. Further, these relationships do 

appear to vary by race/ethnicity, indicating a combination of different familial expectations 

and life course experiences that may lead to different work-family tradeoffs.

Overall, I find strong support for the time support hypothesis that providing care support 

is associated with earlier retirement timing than providing no support. This is consistent 

with previous research and adds to the body of research suggesting that family dynamics 

are an important factor in retirement decision-making. Like everyone, older workers have 

competing demands on their time and must decide whether to continue to work or provide 

time assistance to their families as there are only so many hours in a day. Those providing 

time help may retire earlier to have more time to assist children or parents. Previous work 

has also documented earlier retirements among those providing care to family (Dentinger 

and Clarkberg 2002; Lumsdaine and Vermeer 2015; Stoiko and Strough 2019). Providing 

substantial childcare for a grandchild and helping a parent with personal care can be time-

consuming and may make combining work and support difficult.

However, for the most part, the results do not support the financial support hypothesis, given 

that most forms of financial transfers are not associated with retirement delays. Instead, 

financial transfers to adult children are also associated with earlier retirement. One exception 

is that having a dependent family member is associated with later retirement. Given that 

making financial transfers to adult children are the most common form of exchange, this 

may represent a selection of who can provide this type of support. Pre-retirement may also 

represent a time in the life course when parents can make transfers and when children 

need the most help. When financial transfers are made to supplement a child’s income 

and not because they are dependent, they may represent surplus income among the same 

respondents who have enough retirement savings to retire earlier. Most financial transfers to 

young adult children only supplement children’s income as a majority do not report having 

a financial dependent. Providing surplus support to children beyond what they need for 

survival may reduce the pressure to continue working to provide support. Whereas when 

financial supports represent more than half of the family member’s income, as in the case of 

financial dependents, this may exert pressure to continue working until later ages. This level 

of support may also signal some greater need among the family member receiving the help 

that spurs older adults to continue working.

Given the varying effects of different types of intergenerational support exchanges, it is 

important to examine different types and combinations of intergenerational support. For 

instance, much of the recent work understanding older adult retirement behavior has 

focused on adult-child coresidence (Dushi et al. 2015; Maroto 2019; Miller et al. 2018); 

however, this type of support is rarely provided on its own. When looking at all types of 

support, coresidence was not significantly related to retirement timing for men or women. 
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Instead, financial transfers to children and time help appear to be significantly related to 

earlier retirement. Additional sensitivity analyses attempted to tease out the effect of only 

providing coresidence assistance; however, this represented less than 5% of the sample, 

and no association with retirement timing could be detected. Coresidence and financial 

support may signal that the adult child is financially dependent; alternatively, when an adult 

child co-resides, this could coincide with additional caring responsibilities for coresident 

grandchildren. Each of these effects might operate in the opposite direction, canceling each 

other out.

There is no support for the gender differences hypothesis. Despite previous work suggesting 

women may be more sensitive to care demands than men, the results indicate that providing 

time support has a similar effect on retirement timing for men and women. Intergenerational 

financial support also has a similar relationship with retirement timing for men and women, 

and men are not more sensitive to financial demands than women. The timing of retirement 

is different for men and women, but providing intergenerational support appears to delay 

retirement in the same ways.

The association of intergenerational support with retirement timing was not consistent 

across race/ethnicity for men or women. However, these patterns were not consistent with 

hypothesized differences. The retirement timing of older Hispanic men and women is less 

sensitive to intergenerational support exchanges despite many forms of exchange being more 

common among older Hispanics than other racial groups. Hispanic women are the most 

likely to be providing caregiving to parents, yet providing time support is only weakly 

associated with increased retirement for Hispanic women. This may reflect the greater rates 

of combining caregiving responsibilities with work among Hispanic caregivers than among 

White and Black caregivers. The financial imperative of work may make retirement less 

feasible. However, combining work and caregiving can have detrimental effects on many 

aspects of their employment (Feinberg 2016). Previous work has also suggested that later 

retirement among Hispanics may be driven by the later retirement of foreign-born Hispanics 

who have lower income and often lower levels of retirement savings (Johnson, Mudrazija, 

and Wang 2017). Hispanic respondents are also most likely to be providing transfers to 

parents and have a family dependent, potentially signaling that more family members rely on 

them for income, encouraging them to continue working. This may explain why providing 

financial support for Hispanic men and women is not associated with earlier retirement 

compared to no support as it is for White and Black respondents. These differing patterns by 

race/ethnicity suggest that earlier life course trajectories may shape older adults’ ability to 

respond to family needs.

Overall, these results suggest that intergenerational support, especially time support, is 

associated with earlier retirement timing. The lack of social policy support for childcare 

or eldercare places an increasing burden on families at midlife to provide these types of 

instrumental support. These results suggest that public policies need to take a life course 

perspective that incorporates the linked lives of families. For instance, policies aimed 

at increasing the age of retirement, such as increasing the age of eligibility for Social 

Security, should also consider the increasing demand for care work. The interplay between 

public policies that increase access to high-quality care for children and older adults may 
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simultaneously increase the retirement age. Working longer has many benefits for workers, 

including greater wellbeing and financial resources, as well as for society (Fisher et al. 

2016). Individual retirement decisions have implications for Social Security and Medicare 

sustainability, and these concerns are only magnified as the population ages.

As older adults who leave the labor force earlier have less time to save for retirement, 

they may increase their likelihood of spending down resources or becoming dependent 

on their adult children later in life (Munnell and Sass 2008). This suggests that these 

intergenerational family support exchanges may have not only an immediate influence on 

retirement timing but may also have longer-term implications for the financial security of 

older adults and intergenerational transmission of economic resources by limiting bequests, 

a significant source of the racial wealth gap (Francis and Weller 2021; Taylor and Meschede 

2018).

Although this study attempts to use a life course framework to assess how late-life 

intergenerational transfers are associated with retirement timing, some limitations should be 

noted. For many older adults, retirement is increasingly becoming temporary, and a planned 

or unplanned return to work may be on the horizon (Maestas 2010). Although respondents 

may retire from their current work to facilitate family exchanges, it is unclear to what extent 

they may plan to return to work later. Additional factors not accounted for in this study 

are also important in shaping retirement decisions and may contribute to group differences, 

such as attitudes and preferences. Further, not all forms and levels of intergenerational 

exchanges are captured, and less frequent types of support may be less influential on 

retirement timing. Another limitation of the intergenerational support measures is that they 

are one-sided, and previous research has found that individuals tend to overestimate the 

support they are providing (Lin and Wu 2018). Nonetheless, subjective reporting is essential 

for understanding how these intergenerational exchanges shape their retirement decisions.

Future research should assess the implications of earlier retirement due to intergenerational 

care responsibilities for financial and psychological wellbeing. Although research has 

documented adverse physical and mental health effects from off-time retirement, it is 

unclear if the motivation for retiring earlier may moderate those effects. The timing of 

retirement has important implications for society as well as families’ ability to accumulate 

savings across generations. Future research should also investigate how these patterns may 

exacerbate the accumulation of disadvantages or advantages across generations.

This study contributes to the literature by examining intergenerational support exchanges 

of varying types to assess their association with retirement timing. The results suggest that 

those providing intergenerational support, especially those providing time exchanges, are 

more likely to retire. This does not hold for older Hispanic men and women, who keep 

working despite making these time exchanges. Overall, these results support the life course 

perspective of retirement decisions as related to the accumulation of life experiences and the 

linked lives across generations.
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Figure A1: 
Flowchart of sample exclusions and construction of analytic samples
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Figure 1: 
Hazard of retirement for women by type of intergenerational transfer, Health and Retirement 

Study, 1992–2014
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Figure 2: 
Hazard of retirement for women by race/ethnicity and type of intergenerational transfer, 

Health and Retirement Study, 1992–2014
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Figure 3: 
Hazard of retirement for men by type of intergenerational transfer, Health and Retirement 

Study, 1992–2014

Reyes Page 21

Soc Sci Res. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 January 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Figure 4: 
Hazard of retirement for men by race/ethnicity and type of intergenerational transfer, Health 

and Retirement Study, 1992–2014
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Table 1:

Intergenerational Support Exchanges by Gender and Race/Ethnicity

Men Women

White Black Hispanic White Black Hispanic

Any intergenerational Support 81.5 75.9 84.4 81 81.6 83.7

Individual Measures of Support

Financial Transfer to Adult Child 69.3 54.1 51.4 66.1 57.1 51.2

Grandchild Care 43.7 39.6 45.8 44.1 50.2 47.6

Co-residence of Adult Child 31.9 36.3 48.7 36.3 47.8 51.4

Financial Transfer to Parent 7.6 13.4 18.2 8.7 13.4 18

Caregiving for Parent 18.3 16.6 24.4 19.4 18.4 25

Co-residence of Parent 5 6.1 7.3 5.4 6.2 7.4

Financial Dependent 20.9 24.8 32.2 23.1 33.5 36.6

Type of Support

 None 18.5 24.1 15.6 19 18.4 16.3

 Only Financial 19 14.9 10.9 16.2 9.7 8.6

 Coresidence & Financial 11.4 13.5 17.8 13.2 14.7 17.4

 Any Time Help 51.1 47.5 55.7 51.6 57.2 57.7

N 7088 1269 780 7807 2128 867
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