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Abstract 
 
Intergenerational family linkages (financial transfers and social support) are important as 
an informal insurance for children’s life course risks (e.g., unemployment, divorce), as 
support for children’s parenting and thus for the reconciliation of parenting and employ-
ment, and as a source of care for the dependent elderly. They also provide generational in-
tegration in an increasingly age-segregated society. However, their ability to perform is 
threatened by demographic and social change.   
 
Based on SHARE Wave 1 and Wave 2 data, we present an overview of the size of family 
networks of the elderly in Europe, describe the patterns of intergenerational support, and 
explain the activation of support from Wave 1 to Wave 2 as a function of exposure to life 
course risks (unemployment, divorce, loss of partner). Our results show that aggregate 
transfer giving and support remains fairly stable across the two waves, but that there are 
substantial individual changes that react to changes in needs arising from problematic life 
course transitions. 
 
As to policy consequences, it is suggested that family support may be costly for those who 
give (especially women), and lead to individual and policy dilemmas. One such dilemma is 
between family care work and employment (not only for young parents but also for the 
young elderly). Public policy should encourage new arrangements between employment 
and care. It should moreover be designed as generational policy, in other words, should 
address itself not only to those in need (the primary target persons) but also to those who 
support them. 
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1. Introduction: Family networks and current policy issues 
 
The ‘generational contract’ is the most important and also the most contentious dimension 
of contemporary welfare systems. It is at the very heart of the problems presented by popu-
lation ageing: protecting the old and investing in the young while keeping a balance be-
tween financial sustainability and the principles of social justice and fairness. Much of the 
debate on how to reform the generational contract is still truncated, however, by focussing 
on its public dimension only, especially on old-age pensions and health care provisions. 
For a full account, the transfer of resources between generations in the family needs to be 
included as well. What parents do for their children to help them grow up to maturity is 
well known, but the patterns of exchange of time and money between adult family genera-
tions has only recently found systematic attention. These patterns are crucial not only for 
the well-being of individuals and families, but also for the broader issues of social and em-
ployment policy, demographic reproduction and social integration, social inequality and 
stratification, and health policy. 
 
The traditional view of population aging promotes the idea of the elderly as (only or 
mainly) a burden on the society, in terms of both income and care needs. Much of the dis-
course on the new challenges posed by aging populations to contemporary welfare systems 
is based on the assumption that higher longevity will mean a higher financial demand for 
pensions and a higher care demand from families and public services – at a time when the 
proportion of ‘producers’ (those in the labor force and those able to give care) is shrinking. 
The extent to which these, often catastrophic, predictions will become reality depends on 
several factors, among them (i) how people will be aging, in other words, to what extent 
the increasing life expectancy will be accompanied by an improvement in the health of the 
elderly population (compression of morbidity, see Mackenbach paper); (ii) when people 
will move into retirement (see Brugiavini paper), (iii) what family networks will be avail-
able for supporting older family members, and (iv) to what extent elderly people will 
themselves remain productive.  
 
The present paper is focused on the third and fourth of these factors, in other words, on the 
flows of support among adult family generations. The third factor represents the traditional 
view of the elderly as receivers of support from the younger generations, and thus as social 
problem to be solved. The fourth factor addresses the opposite view of the elderly as sup-
porters of their adult offspring, and thus as a social resource – a view that has been gaining 
ground since the late 1980’s (cf. Herzog et al., 1989; Coleman, 1995; Künemund, 1999). 
Giving to younger family members is one way for the elderly of being productive, along-
side the continuation of gainful work and the various forms of volunteering (cf. Kohli & 
Künemund, 2005). It can consist of financial transfers as well as of care work, personal or 
instrumental support. We should of course not fall into the trap of an exaggerated geron-
tological optimism by claiming that old age is only about productivity and not also about 
dependency and need for care. But until recently the latter aspect has been unduly exagger-
ated at the expense of the former.   
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There are three current policy issues where intergenerational family linkages play a crucial 
role. The first is covering life course risks such as unemployment or divorce. These risks 
are increasing, while at the same time the coverage provided by public transfers is decreas-
ing due to current welfare state reforms (or more precisely: retrenchment). Financial trans-
fers and social support by parents can help adult children cope with the income loss and 
turbulence that typically come with such events. The second issue is ensuring demographic 
reproduction while keeping up female labor force participation, or as it is usually stated at 
the individual level, reconciling parenthood and employment (which increasingly becomes 
a precondition for women to be willing to engage in parenthood). The time given by the 
older generation in terms of grandparenting activities, particularly in countries with a weak 
provision of public child care services, is possibly the most important reconciliation policy 
available to many young dual-earner families with pre-school age children (cf. Attias-
Donfut & Segalen, 1998). The third issue is providing care for the dependent elderly. The 
family has traditionally been one of the key providers of such care (more so in the Euro-
pean South than in the North), and the impending ‘care crisis’ (cf. Anttonen et al., 2003) 
engendered by rising demand and cost threatens to overburden the public (state and mar-
ket) system of care service provision and institutional care.  
 
Intergenerational family networks are important providers of welfare. They function as in-
surance for children’s life course risks, as support for children’s parenting, and as care for 
the dependent elderly. At the same time, families are an important source of generational 
integration. Contemporary societies are highly age-graded and age-segregated, and thus 
present a risk of intergenerational conflict and warfare. Families create emotional and ma-
terial linkages and help to equalize the disparities between generations (Kohli, 1999, 
2008).  
 
But are families still able to perform? There is a potential dilemma between care and paid 
employment both at the individual and at the societal level. Johnson & Lo Sasso (2000) 
examine whether the rising labor force participation rates of married women interfere with 
caregiving for frail elderly parents. Their results for the U.S. (based on the Health and Re-
tirement Study) indicate that time help to parents substantially reduces labor supply for 
both women and men. This is especially acute for those in the position of the ‘sandwich 
generation’ (Künemund, 2006), i.e., with a double obligation of care for dependent parents 
and children. A ‘hard’ sandwich position – having to care for both dependent generations 
while simultaneously being in the labor force – is rare. But this low number may already 
be partly the result of a withdrawal from the labor force due to family care obligations. 
With the rising labor force participation of women and the extension of working life 
through a later retirement age, the potential time crunch is likely to become harsher. The 
mid-lifers and young elderly will be faced with the choice between foregoing care and re-
ducing or abandoning employment – even at the expense of the heavy penalties for early 
exit from the labor force in terms of pension levels that are now being instituted in many 
European countries. At the societal level, the dilemma is between increasing the labor 
force participation of those beyond 55 (as put forward, e.g., by the Lisbon Agenda) and 
increasing the demand for public care services and institutions. The dilemma also applies 
to grandparenting. While grandparents may be willing to give substantial amounts of time 
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to the task of caring for their grandchildren – thus allowing their daughters or daughters-in-
law to combine parenthood and engagement in the labor force – this may interfere with 
their own employment.  
 
This creates a need for new arrangements between employment and care, e.g., through the 
availability of part-time work and leaves or sabbaticals. Family care work also needs to be 
supported by public policy, both in terms of financial subsidies (which will remain much 
less costly than publicly funded institutional care) and of services to help the helpers. An-
other principle for public policy is that it needs to be conceptualized as generational policy, 
being aware that provisions (or their withdrawal) for one generation impact on the welfare 
of all other generations. 
 
The threats for family effectiveness come on the one hand from the current demographic 
shifts. Increasing generational co-longevity and decreasing numbers of siblings and chil-
dren combine to create ‘beanpole families’. Increasing proportions of singles, both among 
the elderly and among their children, reduce the supply of carers. Increasing divorce and 
remarriage rates produce ‘blended families’. As a consequence, we may predict a higher 
potential for parental support and transfers to each adult child, but smaller and less reliable 
support networks for the elderly. 
 
On the other hand, there are effects of societal change. The historical shift of responsibility 
from the family to public social security – e.g., with respect to income (from children and 
savings to pension systems) or care (from the family to the state or community) – may 
have resulted in a general decline of private intergenerational solidarity (‘crowding out’, cf. 
Künemund & Rein, 1999). Cultural individualization results in less feeling of obligation 
towards other family generations and more legitimacy of personal choice. The increasing 
labor force participation of women and their higher geographical mobility make them less 
available for family services. The reduction in welfare state spending for the elderly – es-
pecially lower and later pensions – makes them less able to give money and time to their 
offspring. In addition to the smaller support networks, there may thus also be less willing-
ness and ability to provide help. 
 
In what follows, we first present data on the size and composition of the family networks 
of elderly Europeans, then give an overview of the patterns of intergenerational support, 
and finally, provide some first longitudinal analyses from SHARE Wave 1 to Wave 2 to 
show that there is ‘parental insurance’ for children’s risks (and to some extent in the other 
direction as well). We focus on the elderly as givers by asking for the micro-level determi-
nants of parental giving (characteristics of the parent, of the child, and of their relationship) 
and for evidence that children’s life course risks (e.g., unemployment or divorce) lead to 
more financial transfers or support from their parents. We also ask whether the elderly re-
ceive support from their children for their own life course risks (e.g., loss of the partner). 
We moreover examine the differences among countries and welfare regimes in these inter-
generational transfer flows. Our results are the basis for predicting changes in transfer and 
support patterns in response to changing social conditions and policy (dis-)incentives, and 
are thus important for policy design. 
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2. Size of family networks in Europe 
 
Speculation about the future of the family has been a regular feature of modernization, 
mostly with the assumption of a general decline of family bonds. This restrictive view was 
first transcended by research on the emotional and support relations between adult family 
generations. But it is only during the last decade that we have discovered again the full ex-
tent of the family as a kinship and especially a generational system beyond the nuclear 
household (Bengtson, 2001) which ranges across several different types of “solidarity”: 
spatial and emotional closeness, frequent contact, personal and instrumental support as 
well as massive flows of money and goods. SHARE provides the first possibility to ad-
dress these issues and to chart the family generations at a European level (see Attias-
Donfut et al., 2005; Kohli et al., 2005). 
 

Figure 1: Marital status by age group 
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We first examine to what extent elderly Europeans are living together in bonds of marriage 
(Figure 1).1 In recent decades, the institution of marriage has been weakened by diminish-
                                                 
1   The figures in Section 2 and 3 of this paper are based on SHARE Wave 1 (2004), Release 1, while the 

longitudinal analyses in Section 4 also include data from Wave 2 (2006-07). The data is still provisional 
and may contain errors that will be corrected in later releases. This applies especially to the Wave 2 data, 
which are still incomplete, and therefore need to be interpreted with special caution. The SHARE data 
collection has been primarily funded by the European Commission through the 5th Framework Pro-
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ing rates of ever getting married and increasing rates of divorce. Our findings show that the 
current elderly have not yet been strongly touched by this evolution (see Kohli et al., 2005, 
for detailed tables). Among the 50-59 year olds 76 percent of the men and 71 percent of the 
women live in a married couple. There is a rise of divorce in the younger cohorts, but with 
ten percent of the 50-59 year olds currently divorced it is still far below the levels of those 
now in their 30’s or 40’s. There is also a rising proportion of never-married men, while 
among women the opposite patterns holds, with the oldest group having the largest propor-
tion of never-married (12 percent) – mainly due to the specific historical constellation of 
WWII and its aftermath.  
 
But the most drastic pattern is that associated with the death of the marriage partner. The 
higher longevity of women – for life expectancy at birth it is currently about 7 years – and 
the fact that men in couples are on average about 3-4 years older than their wives translate 
into highly divergent trajectories for the two sexes as they grow older. The proportion of 
widowed men increases from 2 percent (50-59) to 30 percent (80 and older), that of wid-
owed women from 8 to 69 percent. As a result, 63 percent of men but only 16 percent of 
women over 80 still live with a (married or registered) spouse.  
 

Figure 2: Number of living children by age group 
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gramme (project QLK6-CT-2001-00360 in the thematic programme Quality of Life). Additional funding 
came from the US National Institute on Aging (U01 AG09740-13S2, P01 AG005842, P01 AG08291, P30 
AG12815, Y1-AG-4553-01 and OGHA 04-064). Data collection in Austria (through the Austrian Science 
Fund, FWF), Belgium (through the Belgian Science Policy Office) and Switzerland (through 
BBW/OFES/UFES) was nationally funded. The SHARE data set is introduced in Börsch-Supan et al. 
(2005); methodological details are reported in Börsch-Supan & Jürges (2005). 
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The family nucleus thus loses its impact with increasing age, especially among women. 
This is not the case, however, for the generational structure. Even after several decades of 
low fertility most European elderly still have a family that spans several generations. More 
than 3/5th of SHARE respondents still have at least two living children (Figure 2). The 
proportion of childless people is highest in the highest age group – partly because their 
children have already died (some of them as young adults in WWII), and partly because 
they never had any. But those in their 50’s, 60’s and 70’s have proportions of childlessness 
that are much lower than among the younger groups. The ‘second demographic transition’ 
to low fertility in Europe thus has not yet left its mark on parenthood among our cohorts. It 
does show in grandparenthood, with very low numbers among the youngest age group in 
some countries such as Greece, Spain, and Italy, even though it is unclear how many of the 
‘missing’ grandchildren will still be born.  
 

Figure 3: Proximity of nearest child by age group 
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How does this translate into actual exchange and support? The first question here is about 
co-residence with and geographical proximity to these other generations (Figure 3: Prox-
imity of nearest child for all respondents who have at least one living child). This is the one 
piece of evidence that seems to support the claim of family decline: In all Western socie-
ties, co-residence among adult family generations has decreased massively. Today, among 
the Europeans above 80 who have at least one living child, only 16 percent live together 
with a child in the same household. But by extending the boundaries of ‘togetherness’ the 
situation turns out to be very different. If one includes parents and children living not only 
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in the same household but also in the same house, the proportion rises from 16 to 29 per-
cent, and by including the neighborhood less than 1 km away, to 50 percent. 84 percent 
have a child living not farther away than 25 km. The preference now seems to be for ‘inti-
macy at a (small) distance’ – small enough so that relations of exchange and support may 
function easily across the boundaries of the separate households. 
 
In these dimensions, however, it is the variation among countries that comes into focus 
(Figure 4). At the European level, there are considerable differences between Scandinavia, 
Central and Western Continental countries, and those of the Mediterranean. The latter are 
often grouped together as ‘strong family countries’, and contrasted with the ‘weak family 
countries’ of the center and north of Europe and of North America (Reher, 1998). The 
strength or weakness refers to cultural patterns of family loyalties, allegiances, and author-
ity but also to demographic patterns of co-residence with adult children and older family 
members and to organizing support for the latter. The ‘strong family countries’ have had 
high fertility in the past but today, paradoxically, are those with the lowest fertility (Kohler 
et al., 2002) – a state of affairs that is directly linked to the strength of their family tradi-
tion..As mentioned above, this trend has mostly not yet directly affected the SHARE co-
horts. For them – and therefore also for the elderly in the near future – the pattern remains 
one of comparatively high marriage rates and low rates of childlessness. But they are af-
fected in an indirect way, through the decreasing prevalence of marriage and childbearing 
among their children. 
 

Figure 4 : Proximity of nearest child by country 
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Our data demonstrate that there is not only a ‘weak’-‘strong’ dichotomy but a North-South 
gradient, with the Scandinavian countries generally having the least traditional family 
structure, the Mediterranean countries (Spain and Italy more so than Greece) the most tra-
ditional one, and the other continental countries lying somewhere in-between. Countries 
cluster into distinct ‘family regimes’ that correspond to a large extent to the usual typolo-
gies of welfare regimes (Albertini et al., 2007).  
 
Figure 5: Co-residence with adult children by parent’s age group and country 
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Massive differences occur with respect to co-residence with an adult (18+) child (Figure 5, 
based on all respondents, including those without living children). The Mediterranean 
countries are characterized by very late (and increasing) ages of leaving the parental home 
among adult children. This is often interpreted solely as an effect of opportunity structures 
(employment and housing markets), but the variation among countries may also be ex-
plained by a cultural tendency towards closer intergenerational ties. While we are not able 
at this point to differentiate between those who have never left the parental home and those 
who have moved back later or have had their parents moving closer, the overall propor-
tions are striking. In Denmark and Sweden, 7 and 9 percent of all SHARE respondents live 
with an adult child in the same household, in the ‘center’ countries this amounts to between 
14 and 20 percent, but in Italy and Spain to 39 and 40 percent. Moving beyond the bounda-
ries of the household yields a similar picture. For those below 60, the different ages of 
leaving the parental home show up clearly. Among the 50-59 year old Mediterraneans, 
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about three fifths still have an adult child living at home with them, while among the Scan-
dinavians, this amounts to less than one fifth.. For the oldest age group, the proportions are 
smaller but the differences between countries even larger: only 1 percent of the oldest 
Swedes and 2 percent of Danes live with an adult child, compared to 19 percent of Italians 
and 27 percent of Spaniards. 
 

3. Patterns of intergenerational support 
 
Mapping and explaning intergenerational transfers and support in the family presupposes 
complex data, and is thus highly demanding in terms of survey design. SHARE is the only 
European data source that offers good data for these purposes, even though some issues 
await more in-depth treatment in future waves. 
 
The information contained in SHARE comprises the following relevant items (see Alber-
tini et al., 2007, for more detail): 

• Financial inter vivos transfers (of at least 250 €) during the last 12 months 
– given to / received from children (both co-residing or not)  
– amount given / received 

• Bequests and large gifts (of at least 5000 €) ever received and still expected 
• Social support (personal care, household help, help with paperwork, looking after 

grandchildren) 
– given to / received from children (not co-residing only) 
– amount given / received in hours per year  

• Co-residence and geographical proximity 
• Frequency of contact and emotional closeness 

Of special importance is the possibility to analyze these transfer and support flows sepa-
rately for each parent-child dyad. 
 
Previous studies have found evidence, in a number of different countries, of a net down-
ward flow of resources from the elderly to their children, and thus in the opposite direction 
of the public transfers through the old-age security system. So far, however, data were 
available only for a few countries, and the fact that they were collected in different formats 
made comparisons difficult. Now that good comparative data exists, the first question is for 
commonalities: To what extent has the resource flow between the generations the same 
direction and intensity in the different European societies? SHARE data show that the 
downward direction is indeed a general pattern, both for inter vivos financial transfers and 
for social support (Figure 6; cf. Albertini et al., 2007, for more detailed results). Resource 
transfers from parents to children are much more frequent and usually also more intense 
than those from children to parents. In the ten European countries considered here, 21 per-
cent of the respondents have given financial transfers to, and only 3 percent have received 
financial transfers from their children in the previous twelve months. For social support, if 
looking after grandchildren – which can be critical for young mothers’ labour force par-
ticipation and thus for their ability to combine parenthood and gainful work – is included, 
the downward direction of help is reaffirmed: 37 percent of elderly parents with at least 
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one child outside the household have given to their offspring; among those with at least 
one grandchild, this percentage increases to 46 percent. The average intensity of the help 
provided by parents to their children is also higher than the opposite flow: 902 hours of 
social support per year given versus 602 hours received, and 2914 € of financial transfers 
given versus 1470 € received.  
 
Figure 6: Frequency of financial transfers and social support 
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The story varies to some extent with age (Albertini et al., 2007:322). It is often assumed 
that children receive financial and social support when their parents are still young and 
give it back when their parents become old and frail. SHARE’s age range of 50 years or 
more comprises several distinct life phases. Patterns of intergenerational transfers reflect 
these different situations. While in the youngest group (50-59 years) only 7 percent of re-
spondents receive social support, among those aged 70 years or more this proportion in-
creases to 28 percent. Social support given decreases from 12 percent among those up to 
59 years to 6 percent among the 70+, and when looking after grandchildren is included, 
from 62 to 29 percent (which means that in the latter perspective, even among those aged 
70+ receiving and giving are equally frequent). With financial transfers, there is a net 
downward flow for all three age groups, even though it is less marked among the older 
ones. Regarding the amount of support and the balance between receiving and giving, the 
results are similar. While the oldest individuals tend to give fewer hours of social support 
than the two other age groups, there are no significant differences in the balance of finan-
cial transfers. The SHARE results thus do not support the assumption of a reversal of the 
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direction of support with increasing age. They show instead that there is a net downward 
flow of resources from parents to their adult offspring across all countries and age groups. 
It is most pronounced among the youngest group, but even for the oldest group the balance 
remains equal or even somewhat positive. 
 

Figure 7: Amount of financial transfers (in Euros) 
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The average intensity of the help provided by parents to their children is also higher than 
the opposite flow: 902 hours of social support per year given versus 602 hours received, 
and 2914 € of financial transfers given versus 1470 € received (Figures 7 and 8). 
 
The second question to be asked from the comparative data is for differences: To what ex-
tent are there country-specific transfer patterns? Structural, institutional and cultural factors 
do not vary independently among countries; they tend to occur in packages. Is it possible to 
identify a small number of such combinations of the factors that regulate intergenerational 
family transfers, in other words are there different transfer regimes?  
 
In general, our analysis of country patterns in intergenerational family transfers suggests 
the existence of a north-south gradient. Denmark and Sweden are the countries in which 
the exchange of time and money is more frequent but with the lowest intensity. On the op-
posite side, Italy and Spain show the lowest proportion of elderly givers and receivers but 
the highest average value of the exchange. The differences correspond to the usual typolo-



 14

gies proposed in the comparative welfare state literature; there is thus some evidence for a 
correlation between transfer and welfare regimes.  
 

Figure 8: Amount of social support (in hours per year) 
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One explanation for the observed differences in social support is clearly to be found in the 
different rates of co-residence. As shown in Figures 4 and 5, in Southern Europe co-
residence of elderly parents with their children is much more widespread than in northern 
Europe. Our results suggest that co-residence is the Southern European way of transferring 
resources from parents to children and vice versa. This is the norm, and when it happens 
that an elderly parent remains alone he/she is less likely to give or receive help than an eld-
erly parent in the Continental or Nordic countries. On the other hand, in the relatively few 
cases in which resource exchange does take place between non co-residing parents and 
children it tends to be much more intense than in other countries, thus probably resembling 
what in the ‘normal’ families occurs within the household. In the Nordic countries, where 
intergenerational co-residence is rare, family support tends to revolve around separate 
households and to be less intense.  
 
Figure 9 shows the age distribution of grandparenting activities. The peak is clearly among 
the 50-69 year olds where three fifths are engaged in grandparenting. 
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Figure 9: Grandparenting by age group 
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Summing up our analyses and complementing them with previous studies, we get the fol-
lowing stylized results: 

• Adult children and their elderly parents live close to each other (although mostly 
not in the same household), feel close to each other emotionally, have frequent con-
tact with each other, and mutually support each other with several types of help. 

• Financial transfers and social support are (still) frequent and substantial, they occur 
mostly in the generational lineage, and their net flow is mostly downward, from 
parents to children. 

• Financial transfers inter vivos  are complemented by bequests. Inter vivos transfers 
go to children in need (‘altruism’), while bequests are distributed equally among all 
children. 

• Differences among countries are substantial, and tend to be clustered along welfare 
state regimes. 

 
 

4. Longitudinal analyses: Evidence of ‘parental insurance’ for children’s 
risks 

 
Most of these results are based on cross-sectional data only. With SHARE Wave 2, analy-
ses of change over time in transfer and support patterns – for example of the effects of un-
employment or divorce among the children or of partner loss among the parents – are pos-
sible for the first time. 
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Aggregate proportions of givers and receivers and aggregate amounts of financial transfers 
and social support are fairly stable from Wave 1 to Wave 2. As the conditions that explain 
these flows have not changed much – except that the population of respondents has be-
come two years older – this was to be expected, and is evidence of the validity of our 
measurements. But as Figure 10 shows, there is substantial individual change in spite of 
this aggregate stability. As to the giving of transfers or support, about one fourth of parents 
have changed from giving in Wave 1 to not giving in Wave 2 or vice versa. Longitudinal 
analyses show which life course events precede these changes. They thus allow for exam-
ining causal links. 
 
Figure 10: Individual change in transfers and support from Wave 1 to Wave 2 
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Tables 1 and 2 document the transitions in children’s life course risks that we will link with 
transfer and support flows. The colored diagonal indicates the proportion of those who 
have been in the same status at both time points. As to employment status, there is rather 
high stability for those who were employed in Wave 1 but substantial change for all others, 
most notably, for the unemployed in Wave 1 of whom ‘only’ 22 percent were still unem-
ployed in Wave 2 and more than half employed (as a contrast, see the paper by Brugiavini 
for the transitional matrix of our respondents). As to marital status, a similar picture 
emerges: 5 percent of those with a partner in Wave 1 were divorced or separated in Wave 
2, and 1 percent widowed, but half of those divorced or widowed in Wave 1 had a partner 
in Wave 2.  
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Table 1: Transitions in children’s employment status (row percentages) 

 Wave 2  
Wave 1  

Employed 
Un-

employed 
 

Education 
Home-
maker 

 
Other 

 

Employed 88.8 2.5 2.1 2.8 3.9 71.7 
Unemployed 56.5 21.9 6.1 9.0 6.5 4.8 
In education 48.1 3.9 40.7 0.9 6.4 8.7 
Homemaker 36.9 2.7 1.3 52.7 6.4 6.2 
Other  37.3 4.0 14.0 3.6 41.1 8.7 

 76.0 3.7 6.7 6.1 7.6 n=18056 

 
 

Table 2: Transitions in children’s marital status (row percentages) 

 Wave 2  
Wave 1 Partnered Divorced Widowed 

Partnered 94.0 5.3 0.8 91.4 
Divorced 49.8 49.5 0.7 7.7 
Widowed  49.5 7.2 43.3 1.0 

 90.2 8.7 1.2 n=9661 
 
 
In Tables 3 - 5, we present the results of multivariate logistic regression models of the 
probability of a change in giving or receiving transfers or support as a function of a transi-
tion in life course risks. In addition to the main variable under examination, the models 
comprise a range of control variables that have been shown to be relevant for intergenera-
tional giving or receiving. They include: 

– parent characteristics (income W1, education W1, living with partner/not 
W2, gender W2, age W2, self-perceived health status US version W2),  

– child characteristics (age W2, gender W2, occupational status W2 and 
changes, marital status W2 and changes),  

– relationship characteristics (frequency of contact and living in the same 
household W2).  

 
Table 3 shows the regression estimates (relative risks) for the transition from a parent’s not 
giving a financial transfer to a child in Wave 1 to giving in Ware 2 – in other words, of the 
‘activation’ of transfer giving – compared to not giving in both waves. The purpose is to 
examine whether a change in the child’s life course risk exposure (falling into unemploy-
ment or getting divorced) leads the parent to kick in with a transfer, all other potential pre-
dictors of transfer giving being held constant. The table demonstrates that a child who was 
employed in Wave 1 but is now unemployed in Wave 2 has indeed a significantly higher 
chance (1.4 times higher) to have the parent come in with a financial transfer than a child 
who is now (and possibly has remained) employed. Parents thus react to children’s risk 
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exposure; or to put it differently, if a child undergoes a potentially damaging transition, this 
is likely to trigger a parental response. The same applies to a child who has already been 
unemployed in Wave 1 and remains so in Wave 2; in this case, the parental transfer in 
Wave 2 can be viewed as a somewhat belated response.  
 

Table 3: Probability of a transition from not giving a financial transfer to a child in 
Wave 1 to giving in W2 (logistic regression, reference: transfer neither in Wave 1 nor 
in Wave 2, relative risks) 

  

Income quintile in W1: 2nd (ref. lowest) 1.068 
 3rd  1.419** 
 4th 1.655** 
 5th 1.625** 
Education in W1: Middle (ref. low) 1.395** 
 High 2.081** 
 Other  1.841** 
Partner status in W2: Single (ref. partnered) 0.912 
Gender: Female (ref. male) 0.937 
Self perceived health status in W2: Very good (ref. excellent) 1.085 
 Good 0.911 
 Fair 0.856 
 Poor 0.765* 
Age in W2 1.000 
Child’s occupational status in W2: Unemployed (ref. employed)2 1.440* 
 In education 1.877** 
 Homemaker  0.803* 
 Employed in W2 but unemployed in W1 1.071 
 Unemployed in W2 but employed in W1 1.425* 
 Other  1.199 
Child’s marital status in W2: Lower than 16 years (ref. married) 0.356** 
 Never married 0.992 
 Divorced  1.105 
 Widowed 0.802 
 Divorced in W2 but married in W1  1.121 
Child’s gender: Female (ref. male)  0.989 
Child’s age in W2 0.975** 
Parent-child contact in W2: Daily3 (ref. in the same household) 1.745** 
 Several times a week 1.792** 
 About once a week 1.628** 
 About every two weeks 1.837** 
 About once a month 1.585** 
 Less than once a month 1.359 
 Never 0.893 

Observations 17725 

                                                 
2  Categories are mutually exclusive: For example, the reference category “employed” reads in full “em-

ployed in W2 and any status except unemployed in W1”. This also applies to Child’s marital status and to 
Table 4. 

3  Daily contact but not living in the same household. 
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On the other hand, undergoing a divorce does not move parents to change their transfer 
behavior in the positive direction. But in this case, parents kick in with social support (Ta-
ble 4), while in the case of falling into unemployment there is no such activation of social 
support from parents. 
 

Table 4: Probability of a transition from not giving social support to a child in Wave 
1 to giving in Wave 2 (logistic regression, reference: support neither in Wave 1 nor in 
Wave 2, relative risks) 

  

Income quintile in W1: 2nd (ref. lowest) 0.997 
 3rd  1.064 
 4th 1.147 
 5th 1.052 
Education in W1: Middle (ref. low) 1.505** 
 High 1.380** 
Partner status in W2: Single (ref. partnered) 1.070 
Gender: Female (ref. male) 0.843** 
Self perceived health status in W2: Very good (ref. excellent) 0.925 
 Good 0.803* 
 Fair 0.883 
 Poor 0.534** 
Age in W2 1.000 
Child’s occupational status in W2: Unemployed (ref. employed) 0.808 
 In education 0.716* 
 Homemaker  0.698* 
 Employed in W2 but unemployed in W1 1.079 
 Unemployed in W2 but employed in W1 1.011 
 Other  1.187 
Child’s marital status in W2: Lower than 16 years (ref. married) 0.238* 
 Never married 0.839* 
 Divorced  1.144 
 Widowed 1.215 
 Divorced in W2 but married in W1  1.385* 
Child’s gender: Female (ref. male)  1.183** 
Child’s age in W2 0.961** 
Parent-child contact in W2: Several times a week (ref: daily) 1.031 
 About once a week 0.987 
 About every two weeks 0.983 
 About once a month 0.802 
 Less than once a month 0.587* 
 Never 0.433* 

Observations 13691 
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Table 5: Probability of a transition from not receiving social support from a child in 
Wave 1 to receiving in Wave 2 (logistic regression, reference: support neither in wave 
1 nor in wave 2, relative risks) 

  

Income quintile in W1: 2nd (ref. lowest) 0.892 
 3rd  0.964 
 4th 0.915 
 5th 0.751* 
Education in W1: Middle (ref. low) 1.038 
 High 0.988 
Partner status: No partner in W1 and W2 (ref. with partner in W1 and W2) 1.504** 
 With partner in W1 but not in W2  3.550** 
Gender: Female (ref. male) 1.268** 
Self perceived health status in W2: Very good (ref. excellent) 1.005 
 Good 0.899 
 Fair 1.476* 
 Poor 2.553** 
Age in W2 1.034** 

Observations 8120 

 
We have seen that the likelihood for parents to receive financial transfers from their chil-
dren is very low. But for children’s social support, a similar pattern of reaction to risk 
holds (Table 5). Compared to the respondents who lived with a partner in both waves, 
those without a partner in both waves have a higher likelihood (1.5 times higher) that chil-
dren activate their social support. This can again be seen as a lagged response. For those 
respondents who have lost their partner from Wave 1 to Wave 2, the likelihood is even 3.6 
times higher. 
 
Thus, risky life course transitions trigger intergenerational help. When a child falls into 
unemployment, parents help with financial transfers, when a child has a divorce, parents 
help with social support. In the reverse direction, elderly parents who lose their partner can 
expect to receive social support from their children. 
 
 

5. Conclusions 
 
Our conclusions can be summarized in four points: 

• Intergenerational family transfers and support depend on resources of the givers, 
needs of the receivers, and closeness of the relationship. 

• There are consistent welfare regime effects after controlling for these micro-level 
resources, needs and relationships (cf. Albertini et al., 2007). 

• Aggregate transfer giving and support remains fairly stable across the two years 
from Wave 1 to Wave 2. 
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• Individual changes in transfer giving and support react to changes in needs arising 
from problematic life course transitions. 

 
What are the policy consequences that these results suggest? 

• Intergenerational family transfers and support are important for demographic re-
production and social integration, and as an informal insurance system for life 
course risks. 

• But this solidarity potential of the family is threatened by current changes, and can-
not be taken for granted any more. 

• Family support may be costly for those who give (especially women), and lead to 
individual and policy dilemmas. 

• One dilemma is between family care work and employment (not only for young 
parents but also for the young elderly).  

• Public policy should encourage new arrangements between employment and care. 
• Public policy should be designed as generational policy: it should support not only 

those in need (the primary target persons) but also those who support them. 
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