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Abstract 
Repeated claims that a dwindling supply of potential caregivers is creating a crisis in care for the U.S. aging population have not been well-
grounded in empirical research. Concerns about the supply of family care do not adequately recognize factors that may modify the availability 
and willingness of family and friends to provide care to older persons in need of assistance or the increasing heterogeneity of the older popula-
tion. In this paper, we set forth a framework that places family caregiving in the context of older adults’ care needs, the alternatives available to 
them, and the outcomes of that care. We focus on care networks, rather than individuals, and discuss the demographic and social changes that 
may alter the formation of care networks in the future. Last, we identify research areas to prioritize in order to better support planning efforts to 
care for the aging U.S. population.
Keywords: Caregiving, Demography, Family issues, Well-being

For decades, warnings have abounded that the aging of the 
U.S. population would bring dire consequences for society, 
including a crisis in late-life care. Concerns stem in part from 
anticipated increases in the number of older adults surviving 
to very old ages alongside changes in U.S. families portending 
weaker family ties. The impending decline in the ratio of po-
tential caregivers (aged 45–64) to the number of adults aged 
80 and older (Redfoot et al., 2013) is often cited as evidence 

of a looming family care shortfall needing urgent attention 
(Gaugler, 2021).

More measured speculations have also been offered about 
the future of family caregiving. Freedman and Wolff (2020) 
suggest that countervailing demographic forces, such as 
spouses and partners living longer, may partially mitigate 
concerns. Similarly, Spillman and colleagues (2020) note that 
as the proportion of older adults without spouses or children 
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grows, reliance upon other relatives and nonrelatives may 
increase. In addition, the increasing diversity of families over 
the next 20 years may produce a shift in who is called upon 
to assist older adults.

Much is left to be understood about the changing demogra-
phy of family caregiving, especially as it relates to the aging of 
the large Baby Boom generation, which will begin to reach age 
80 in 2026. Recently, we formed a national network of fam-
ily demographers and caregiving experts to better understand 
impending changes in the demography of family caregiving. 
We argue that claims of a crisis in caregiving attributable to 
declines in the supply of potential family caregivers have not 
adequately recognized demographic and social changes that 
may modify the availability and willingness of family and 
friends to provide care.

Our assessment complements prior reviews (e.g., Carr 
& Utz, 2020; Harvath et al., 2020; Schulz & Eden, 2016; 
Spillman et al., 2020), which have drawn attention to care-
giving heterogeneity, care trajectories, technological advance-
ments, and the care needs of older adults without close kin. 
We advance the field by outlining a framework to systemati-
cally understand the changing demography of family caregiv-
ing in the context of shifts in other demographic and social 
phenomena linked to caregiving. Focusing on the U.S. context 
over the last decade, we link this evidence to a future research 
agenda that will foster a deeper understanding of the chang-
ing demography of late-life family caregiving.

Framework
Figure 1 illustrates linkages among an older adult’s care needs, 
available and actual family care networks, and outcomes for 

older adults and their support networks. In this context, 
“care needs” are defined broadly to include physical self-care, 
mobility, household chores, medical care tasks, transporta-
tion, and emotional support; “family care network” refers to 
family members and unpaid nonrelatives who could poten-
tially or do actually provide care. Because two thirds of older 
adults with care needs receive assistance from multiple care-
givers (Kasper et al., 2015)—irrespective of family size (Reyes 
et al., 2021)—we focus on the care network, rather than indi-
vidual caregivers.

The framework recognizes the central role of older adults’ 
care needs, which are shaped by both demographic and 
health-related processes that intersect in specific environ-
ments over the life course. The centerpiece of the frame-
work distinguishes available from actual family care. That is, 
demographic phenomenon related to family availability may 
be distinguished from social forces shaping actual care. The 
framework also specifies that there are alternative options for 
meeting care needs, including residential care, paid home care, 
other community-based long-term services and supports, and 
assistive technologies. The older adult’s evolving care needs 
and available options yield a set of actual care arrangements 
that drive outcomes over time for both those receiving and 
providing assistance.

Although not explicit in the diagram, the proposed frame-
work depicts a set of inherently dynamic processes that are 
influenced by the macroenvironment. For instance, tasks 
taken on by family caregivers may shift as health care pol-
icies, technologies, and norms change (Wolff et al., 2016). 
Decisions about how to balance family care with alterna-
tives support may also be influenced over time by changes in 
family, economic, and policy contexts (Willink et al., 2017). 

Figure 1. Framework to assess the changing demography of late-life family caregiving.
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Moreover, we recognize that macrolevel factors may influence 
the relationships depicted in the figure in different ways for 
families who have been disadvantaged by structural racism 
and other forms of systemic inequities.

Demographic Forces Influencing Available Family 
Caregivers
Our first premise is that the United States has experienced 
profound demographic changes, which affect the size and 
composition of older adults’ available family care networks. 
Here we consider recent and impending changes in five demo-
graphic phenomena—marriage; partnering; fertility and fam-
ily size; stepfamilies; and kinlessness—with implications for 
late-life family caregiving. Where published estimates are not 
available, we draw upon the 2020 National Health and Aging 
Trends Study (NHATS) to characterize the family demog-
raphy of adults aged 70 and older in the United States (see 
Freedman & Kasper, 2019; Supplementary Material).

Marriage
Spouses and partners are often the first family members to 
assist an older adult in need of care. The percentage of older 
adults who are married has been increasing slowly over time 
(Wang, 2018), as mortality rates at older ages have declined 
(through 2020). In 2020, half of adults aged 70 and older 
were married (authors’ NHATS tabulations); among those 
who were unmarried, a larger share was widowed (59%) 
than separated/divorced (29%). For younger cohorts, a larger 
share of the unmarried are divorced, implying that future 
cohorts of older adults will have more complex marital his-
tories. Unmarried adults from the Baby Boom generation are 
disproportionately women from minoritized racial groups 
and are less likely than married older adults to have a college 
education (Lin & Brown, 2012).

Partnering
Not all unmarried older adults are unpartnered. The num-
ber of cohabiting adults aged 50 and older has quadrupled 
since 2000 (Stepler, 2017), and 3% of those aged 70 and older 
cohabit (authors’ NHATS tabulations). The national legal-
ization of same-sex marriage in 2015 foretells an increase 
of same-sex older married couples (Umberson et al., 2018), 
who have broader social networks and are more likely than  
different-sex couples to receive care from nonrelatives 
(Knauer, 2016; Reczek, 2020). Living-apart-together—that is, 
in a committed romantic relationship but living separately—is 
recognized as an alternative to cohabitation in midlife (Brown 
et al., 2022), but estimates for U.S. adults aged 65 and older 
are limited (Lewin, 2017).

Fertility and family size
Adult children and their partners—and especially women—
have long been the mainstays of family caregiving, particu-
larly for unpartnered older adults with care needs. Yet for 
decades women have been both delaying childbearing and 
having fewer total births. The rise in mean age at first birth—
from 21 in 1970 to 24 in 1995 and 27 in 2020 (Matthews 
& Hamilton, 2002; Osterman et al., 2022)—means that on 
average, a 52-year-old woman in 2022 had a 73-year-old 
mother, a 28-year-old adult child, and possibly a new grand-
child (Freedman & Wolff, 2020), although—given declines in 
marriage among younger generations (Wang, 2018)—not nec-
essarily a child-in-law. Men and women aged 70 and older in 

2020 had an average of 2.4 living biological children (includ-
ing 11% with no biological children; authors’ NHATS tabula-
tions). However, over the next decade, women will reach ages 
70–74 with substantially fewer biological children (Guzzo & 
Schweizer, 2020). Together these trends mean that individuals 
with aging parents will have fewer siblings on average with 
whom to share care responsibilities and, for a growing per-
centage of older adults, the family will not include biological 
children. Among men and women with more than one child, 
multiple-partner fertility is common and increasing, resulting 
in more families with half-siblings (Guzzo, 2014).

Stepfamilies
High rates of divorce and remarriage in prior decades have 
led to a rising number of older adults with stepchildren. 
Estimates of older adults with stepchildren vary: about 16% 
of adults aged 70 and older report having at least one step-
child (authors’ NHATS tabulations); the figure is 41% for 
couples with one partner at least aged 50 or older (Lin et 
al., 2018). Such variation is likely related to use of different 
methods to identify stepchildren and to differing age groups. 
Irrespective of current estimates, being part of a stepfamily is 
more common for some groups (e.g., Black older adults, adult 
children without a college degree; Lin et al., 2018; Seltzer, 
2019), and the percentage of older adults with stepchildren 
is expected to rise in coming decades. Parents in stepfamilies 
are less likely than those in biological families to receive help 
(broadly defined) from adult children (Wiemers et al., 2019) 
and to receive care when needed (Patterson et al., 2022); how-
ever, family ties are not uniformly weaker in all types of step-
families (Lin et al., 2022; Schoeni et al., 2022).

Kinlessness
Although few older adults are truly kinless—with no living 
family of any kind—a growing proportion lack a living spouse 
and children (Margolis & Verdery, 2017). Among adults aged 
70 and older, about 5% have no spouse or partner and no 
children of any type (authors’ NHATS tabulations). Verdery 
and Margolis (2017) find that Black older adults are more 
likely than White older adults to be unpartnered with no chil-
dren, a gap they project will widen over the next few decades. 
Outside the United States, kinless older adults often turn to 
other relatives (e.g., grandchildren, siblings) and friends when 
care needs arise (Mair, 2019), but recent U.S.-focused studies 
of care provided to kinless older adults are lacking.

Additional Social Factors Affecting Actual Care 
Networks
Our second premise is that the United States is experiencing 
changes in key social factors likely to shape participation of 
family and friends in older adults’ care networks. Here we 
consider recent and impending changes in proximity and liv-
ing arrangements; the nature of work and care; competing 
demands from children and grandchildren; intergenerational 
relationships; and gendered attitudes and expectations about 
the caregiving role.

Proximity and living arrangements
Geographic moves within the United States have declined 
substantially in recent decades (U.S. Census Bureau, 2019). 
Moreover, long-run declines in intergenerational coresi-
dence—often meant to address the younger generation’s 
economic needs (Kahn et al., 2013)—have begun to reverse 

http://academic.oup.com/gerontologist/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/geront/gnad036#supplementary-data
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(Pilkauskas et al., 2020). Consequently, the majority of adults 
aged 65 and older live with (15%–20%) or within 10 miles 
of (45%–50%) an adult child (Raymo et al., 2019). Black 
and Hispanic older adults and those with less than a college 
degree—subgroups more likely to need late-life care—are 
more likely to live with or near adult children (Choi et al., 
2020; Reyes et al., 2020). Unmarried adult children—a group 
increasing as marriage rates decline—and biological (versus 
step) children are more likely to live with a parent (Reyes 
et al., 2020; Seltzer et al., 2013). Amounts of assistance also 
vary by proximity, with those living very close providing more 
substantial amounts of assistance to older parents (Schoeni et 
al., 2021).

The nature of work and care
About half of family and unpaid caregivers to older adults 
are employed (Freedman & Wolff, 2020), a trend that has 
been increasing among spousal caregivers (Wolff et al., 2018). 
For women, caregiving has been associated with reduced 
labor force participation and retirement (Van Houtven et 
al., 2013), and changes in incentives (or, in the case of some 
public benefits, requirements) to work may in turn influence 
caregiving (Mommaerts & Truskinovsky, 2020). Caregiving 
leave policies and flexible work arrangements may facilitate 
combining work and caregiving (Jacobs, 2020; Saad-Lessler, 
2020). In 2017, 4 in 10 workers had access to paid caregiving 
leave, 57% had scheduling flexibility, and 29% could work 
from home (Jacobs, 2020). Job flexibility increased during the 
pandemic and is expected to remain elevated (U.S. Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, 2022), but access remains limited for low- 
income workers.

Caring for parents and raising children and grandchildren
Because of shifts in longevity and the timing of births, the 
proportion of midlife adults who have two or three other 
living generations has increased (Margolis & Wright, 2017; 
Wiemers & Bianchi, 2015). Consequently, “sandwich care-
giving”—providing care to a parent and grown child(ren) in 
midlife (about 18%; Friedman et al., 2017)—and “double- 
decker sandwich caregiving”—providing care to a parent 
and grandchild (about 10%; Margolis & Wright, 2017)—are 
both expected to increase. The implications of these shifts are 
not clear. Although sandwich caregiving may reduce the time 
available to assist a parent, providing grandchild care in mid-
life may increase the chances of receiving care from an adult 
child later in life (Bui et al., 2022).

Intergenerational relationships
Parents and adult children often provide a safety net for each 
other, providing emotional and material support, including 
care (Seltzer & Bianchi, 2013). Some families face discord 
that may interfere with care provision. For instance, part-
nership dissolution and repartnering may disrupt family ties, 
reducing contact or leading to estrangement, particularly for 
fathers (Lin et al., 2022; Reczek et al., 2022). Yet, the Baby 
Boom generation appears to have especially strong ties with 
their adult children (Fingerman et al., 2012) and support for 
coresidence between older parents and adult children has 
increased (Patterson & Reyes, 2022).

Gendered preferences and attitudes about caregiving
Wives and daughters have historically been more likely than 
husbands and sons to take on caregiving responsibilities. 

Although the gender gap has been slowly decreasing over 
time as more men assume this role (Wolff et al., 2018), sub-
stantial gender inequalities persist for some groups, including 
Black family caregivers (Cohen et al., 2019). Attitudes are 
also evolving as adult children of the Baby Boom generation 
become caregivers. Nearly 60% of Americans say that men 
and women would do about equally as good a job caring for a 
seriously ill family member (Horowitz et al., 2017). Similarly, 
about 90% of men and women believe in an equal division 
of caregiving labor, and about half of men and women expect 
to take time off work for caregiving (Schulte, 2021). These 
findings suggest that men may be more likely in the future to 
provide care to older adults.

Linking Demographic and Social Changes to Care 
Recipient and Caregiver Well-Being
Only a few studies have linked family care network charac-
teristics to care-related outcomes for older adults or those 
who provide care. Patterson and colleagues (2022) found 
that older parents in stepfamilies are less likely than older 
parents in nonstepfamilies to receive assistance from children, 
but they are no more likely to report unmet care needs. Other 
studies indicate that care-related disagreements with stepfam-
ily members, discordance in family care coordination, and 
undercontributing network members have negative implica-
tions for caregiver well-being (Ashida et al., 2018; Sherman 
et al., 2013; Xu et al., 2021).

A Research Agenda
Our third premise is that understanding how impending 
demographic and social trends in the United States will influ-
ence family caregiving and related outcomes requires more 
attention to the processes by which caregiving networks form 
and evolve and the increasing heterogeneity of families of 
older adults. We therefore call for a renaissance of research 
on family demography and aging aimed at understanding the 
implications of the changing nature of family and filial obli-
gations for late-life caregiving, prioritizing attention to six 
gaps. Within each topic, attention is needed to the experiences 
of disadvantaged groups of older adults and their potential/
actual caregivers—including gender and sexual minorities, 
minoritized racial/ethnic groups, immigrants, individuals liv-
ing with disability, and those of low socioeconomic status—
and to inequities in care resulting from the broader policy and 
practice context.

Who is in an older adult’s available and actual care network? 
Basic definitional issues regarding who is considered part of 
an older adults’ available and actual care network need atten-
tion. Under what circumstances are former spouses, stepchil-
dren from current or past relationships, or stepgrandchildren 
called upon to provide care? For older persons who have no 
spouse or adult children, what role is played by romantic ties, 
friends, siblings, and nieces/nephews in providing care?

How will prior union formation and dissolution patterns 
and increases in stepfamilies of older adults affect actual care 
networks? Research should examine how union dissolution 
and formation over the lives of older adults, including tim-
ing of such events, affects care received from adult children 
and grandchildren. Under what conditions do union dissolu-
tion and formation in the grandparent generation affect care 
received from the adult child and grandchild generations? 
Such research should focus on both family type (biological 
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families, stepfamilies with and without joint children, fami-
lies with half-siblings) and dyadic relationships embedded in 
those families (biological, step, joint child).

What are the implications for caregiving of the changing pat-
terns of intergenerational and multigenerational proximity and 
strength of ties across families? Research is needed linking care 
receipt in later life with both geographic proximity (including 
coresidence) and strength of ties with kin over the life course. 
Whether intergenerational coresidence initially intended to 
mainly benefit adult children later translates into caregiving for 
older adults will be important to understand given the uptick in 
multigenerational households. Moreover, long-run consequences 
of the COVID-19 pandemic related to intergenerational coresi-
dence, geographic proximity, and strength of family ties should 
be explored in relation to late-life caregiving.

Will changes in the nature of work and related policies 
strain or support working caregivers? The COVID-19 pan-
demic abruptly changed the nature of work for many work-
ing caregivers. Critical questions remain about the persistence 
of shifts toward hybrid work and flexible hours and their 
implications for the balance of work and care among older 
adults’ family members. As care, work and retirement policies 
continue to evolve, more research is needed on the implica-
tions of such changes for work-care trade-offs and inequities 
in policy impacts.

How will gendered attitudes, preferences, and expectations 
about caregiving change? As available care networks shift in 
composition, attitudes and expectations may shift toward 
more egalitarian responsibilities for caregiving with respect 
to gender. More work is needed to understand the conditions 
under which men become active caregivers and the type and 
quality of care they provide. Understanding who provides 
care when family members giving or receiving care are non-
binary, transgender, or in same-sex partnerships also needs 
attention.

How will changes in available and actual family care net-
works influence well-being of care recipients and caregivers 
in the future? Greater attention is needed to the link between 
care network complexity—that is, the inclusion of cohabit-
ing partners, stepfamily, and nonkin relationships—and con-
sequences for both care recipient and caregiver well-being. 
Prospective studies are needed to help clarify the temporal 
relations between the nature and quality of support from 
diverse care network members and care recipient and care-
giver well-being over time.

Conclusion
The United States has experienced profound and complex 
demographic change, and these trends are likely to shape 
the size and composition of available family care networks 
of older adults. Understanding how impending demographic 
and social trends in the United States will influence partic-
ipation in family caregiving and its outcomes will require 
more attention to the processes by which caregiving networks 
form and change and to increasingly diverse and complex kin 
connections.

Supplementary Material
Supplementary data are available at The Gerontologist  
online.
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