
he relationship between older parents and their
adult children can be set in the broader context
of the family as a support resource. Psycholog-

ical support, social interaction, and exchange of money,
goods and services between family generations can all
be important resources for individuals, particularly in
a political climate which increasingly adopts a ‘user-
pays’ philosophy concerning social and welfare services. 

Changes in the scope and level of public assistance
to young unemployed people or to full-time students
are based on the premise that parents are still respon-
sible for the welfare of adult children. Such political
expectations are in line with a concept of an inter-
generational family ‘contract’, whereby parents support
the younger generation and in turn expect the younger
generation to support them in old age (Bengtson
1993). 

However, a prolongation of such support of the
younger generation may in reality be impracticable
within some families, and put a strain upon some later
life parents.

It is undoubtedly true that many older parents have
the means and opportunity to assist adult children. For
instance, recent Australian research has shown that
grandmothers provide half of all informal work-related
child care (Millward and Matches 1995). Nevertheless,

some grandparents may be unable to provide child care
for grandchildren because they live too far away or
because of their own employment commitments. Of
course, even given the means, the inclination to pro-
vide this type of assistance may not be forthcoming.  For
example, Bergquist et al (1993) found that grand-
mothers who felt obligated to provide long periods of
child care were under stress and reported diminished
enjoyment of the time spent with grandchildren.

Not surprisingly, other work has also shown that it
is difficult for older parents to distance themselves
emotionally from adult children’s personal problems,
no matter what the child’s age. Greenberg (1991)
found that major problems in the lives of children, par-
ticularly divorce, adversely affected the emotional
wellbeing of a sample of parents over 60 years of age.
He also observed that involvement with adult children,
particularly co-residence, is too often viewed ‘automat-
ically as a resource, rather than as a potential stressor
for the ageing parent’ (Greenberg 1991). Nevertheless,
the tendency to support adult children who are in dif-
ficult circumstances may lead to increased assistance
from older parents, perhaps in addition to practical
help with grandchildren or substantial financial sup-
port of younger adult offspring just starting out in 
adult life.

T
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CHRISTINE MILLARD 

Various types of support are given to adult children 

by parents in their fifties and sixties. This article draws

on findings from the Institute’s Later Life Families Study

to examine reasons for the prolonged dependency of

some adult children on their parents.
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Parents’ Involvement with 
Adult Children

In order to investigate some of these issues,
the Later Life Families Study, conducted
recently by the Australian Institute of Fam-
ily Studies, asked 630 later life parents
about involvement with adult children
(over 18 years of age). In late 1996, struc-
tured telephone interviews were con-
ducted with one male or female parent,
aged 50 to 70 years, per selected house-
hold. Spouses were not interviewed. 

As background, parents were asked
about the living arrangements of their
adult children, their personal circum-
stances, and how often they were in con-
tact with their children (either in person or
by telephone). They were then asked two
sets of aid questions which are the focus
of this article.

The first set of aid questions asked
whether or not later life parents gave finan-
cial, practical and emotional support to any
adult children. Because these questions
were asked about adult children in general,

it was not possible to determine the char-
acteristics of those who did or did not
receive any help from parents, but just that
some help was given. 

As can be seen in Table 1, the majority
of parents were helping adult children. The
most common form of assistance was 
emotional support and advice, which
attests to the intimate nature of
parent–child relationships. This intimacy
was clearly demonstrated by the Aus-
tralian Living Standards Study, conducted
earlier by the Australian Institute of Fam-
ily Studies, which found that both men and
women have more contact with and tend
to confide in their mother above any other
relative (Millward 1996). 

The least common type of aid was finan-
cial help, but this was still given by nearly
two-thirds of later life parents, and 60 per
cent of parents reported giving all three
types of assistance to children. This seems
a big commitment on the part of later life
parents, half of whom were no longer in
the paid workforce and half of whom still
had elderly parents. 

The second set of aid questions was
more specific, and asked whether or not
one adult child received more assistance
than their siblings and if so, why. In this
case, where extra help was given to a
particular child, the design of the study
made it possible to examine that child’s
personal circumstances as well as those of
his or her parent. Parents’ own explana-
tions for any differential treatment of their
children were also elicited. 

In total, the 630 later life respondents
supplied information about the personal
circumstances of 1,958 adult children. This
is an average of 3.1 children per respon-
dent, which reflects the relatively high 
fertility rate of this age cohort (de Vaus,
Wise and Soriano 1987). The children con-
cerned could either be those of the respon-
dent or their spouse, or both. 

Three per cent of these adult children
had no adult siblings to enable comparisons
of aid given, and so were dropped from this
analysis. Nearly 10 per cent (n=175) of the
remaining children were reported to need
more help than their siblings.

Helping Adult Children



Financial assistance to Practical assistance to Emotional support to
adult children adult children adult children

% N % N % N 
63 (396) 72 (454) 80 (504)

Source: Later Life Families Study, 1996, Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne.

Receive extra help Do not receive extra help Phi Statistic
from parents from parents

%  % (p =) 

Age group
18-24 years 20 14 Phi = .07 
25-29 years 25 22 (p = .01) 
30-35 years 31 31 
36+ years 23 33 
Gender
Female 62 48 Phi = .08 
Male 38 52 (p = .001)
Living arrangements
live with respondent 17 9 Phi = .08 
live elsewhere 83 91 (p = .003)
Occupation
in paid work 52 77 Phi = .17 
study only 8 4 (p = .001)
home-maker 27 13 
other 13 5 
Personal circumstances
single/never married 41 35 Phi = .16 
married 36 54 (p = .001) 
de facto partnered 13 9 
divorced/ separated 11 2 
Has own children?
yes 57 53 NS 
no 43 47 
Totals 175 1722 N = 1897

* Excludes those with no adult siblings.
Source: Later Life Families Study, 1996, Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne.

Table 2 shows a comparison of the
characteristics of those who received extra
help from parents with those who received
no extra help. 

Where Adult Children Live 
There are two aspects of adult children’s
living arrangements to be considered –
actual co-residence with parents, and for
those living independently, their proximity
to parents.

Co-residency

Twenty-seven per cent of parents had at
least one adult child living with them and,
as Table 2 shows, help was more likely to
be given to a co-resident child. While there
were no differences in levels of emotional
support, a greater proportion of parents (80
per cent) gave financial assistance to resi-
dent children than to non-resident ones (69
per cent). More parents (90 per cent) also
gave practical aid to resident children than
to non-resident ones (80 per cent). This is
not surprising, for, as one mother put it: 

‘My son lives at home, so he gets his
washing and cooking done.’

However, while more help is exchanged
in co-residence, this can also result in less
satisfactory parent–child relationships
(White and Rogers 1997). Such relationship
difficulties may be due in part to the extra
physical load on parents whose adult chil-
dren are still at home.

It is interesting to note that prolonged
dependency reflects a current Australian
trend in co-residency, with children staying
with parents for longer periods of time than
was the case in the past. According to the
ABS Families Survey, in 1992 around 43 per
cent of young people aged 20–24 years
were still living with parents, as were
around 12 per cent of those aged 25–29
years (de Vaus and Qu, unpublished). This
is quite a high percentage of under-25-year-
olds and reflects the trends toward later age
at first marriage (see Qu elsewhere in this
issue of Family Matters), as well as continu-
ing educational participation.

Furthermore, co-residence on the part of
a youngest child does not preclude older
siblings having also enjoyed a great deal of
support from parents before they left
home, so the overall period of time spent
by later life parents with adult children in
the home could be quite considerable.

Proximity

For most (73 per cent) of the parents, how-
ever, all children over 18 years of age were
living away independently. Of parents with
non-resident children, just over half (54 per
cent) had at least one child living within a
30-minute drive. Nearly all parents (90 per
cent) spoke with at least one child weekly
or more frequently (either in person or on
the telephone). As has been found in other
large studies (Millward 1996), close proxim-
ity and frequent contact were strongly 
correlated, so the closer to parents adult
children lived, the more interaction
occurred between the two generations. 

The physical proximity of children to
parents also made a difference to the like-
lihood of additional aid being given. That
is, where children were not actually resid-
ing with parents, the closer they lived, the
more likely they were to gain additional
help from parents. One mother said she
helped her daughter more: ‘Just because
she lives closer than my son.’

Indeed, nearly half (47 per cent) of
those being given more help than their 
siblings lived within a half-hour drive of
their parent(s), while only one-fifth (19 per
cent) of those given additional assistance
lived more than two hours away. Geo-
graphical closeness can be viewed as an
important element of ‘structural solidarity’
in families (Roberts, Richards and Bengt-
son 1991), and these findings are consis-
tent with other studies showing the
importance of proximity of family members
in facilitating family exchange (Millward
1996; Finch 1989; Glezer 1991). 

Personal Characteristics of Parents
Although mothers spoke more often with
adult children than did fathers (95 per cent
compared with 85 per cent at least once a
week), the gender of parents did not in any
systematic way affect the likelihood of giv-
ing extra help to certain children.

However, the marital status of the
later life parents made a difference both
to contact rates and to aid given to adult
children. Nearly one quarter (24 per
cent) of the parents in de facto partner-
ships and 17 per cent of those divorced
or separated contacted adult children
less often than weekly, compared with
only 6 per cent of legally married and 10
per cent of widowed parents. Most
notably, parents who had experienced a
marital separation had less contact with
their adult children. This characteristic
has also been shown to decrease the
flow of aid from adult children to older
divorced parents (Millward 1997a), but it
was not associated with extra help being
given a particular child. The flow of aid
is obviously not uniform up and down
generations, with older people helping
younger adults much more than vice
versa (Millward 1997b).

Whether a parent was aged in their
fifties or their sixties was not associated
with an adult child receiving extra help, nor
was whether a parent was in paid employ-
ment, or not employed, or retired. It was
anticipated that perhaps older parents and
those who had retired might give more
practical help to adult children, as they had
more time available, but this was not found
to be the case.
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Table 2 Characteristics of children aged 18+ years who receive, or do not receive, more 
parental help than their adult siblings *

Table 1 Of those with adult children, percentages of parents who gave financial, practical and/or
emotional support to children



Personal Characteristics of Children

While the characteristics of later life parents
had no impact on the likelihood of giving
extra aid to particular children, the char-
acteristics of the adult children themselves
certainly did explain why some received
additional support from their parents.

Age

First, those receiving ‘extra help’ were likely
to be younger. Table 2 shows that a higher
proportion of 18–24-year-olds received
extra help than did not, but a lower propor-
tion of over-35-year-olds received extra
help than did not. Some parents explained
that they gave more advice to very young
adults (often their youngest child) because
they were just more psychologically depen-
dent upon parents. One parent said: ‘My
son’s the youngest and needs a little more
support at times.’ Another said: ‘They need
more support and advice because they are
young and inexperienced.’ 

More practical assistance was also
reported to go to the youngest child
because they were just starting out and had
fewer resources than their older siblings,
who were generally better established
financially and considered to be more psy-
chologically independent.

Therefore, youth was a factor in deter-
mining need. Even though older siblings
were more likely to have children (and
more children) than their younger siblings,
the assistance expected via grandparenting
did not appear to cancel out the age effect. 

Occupation

Somewhat related to age and experience
is the adult child’s occupational status, as
extra financial support was frequently said
to be needed by adult offspring who were
studying, particularly if undertaking full-
time university courses. Indeed, a number
of parents commented that adult students
(some in their twenties or thirties) were
largely or wholly financially dependent
upon them. ‘He’s a student and 100 per
cent financially dependent.’ Another par-
ent said: ‘She’s still studying at university
and at this stage not getting any govern-
ment support.’

Also, some children were unemployed
or in precarious employment, so that older
parents constituted a financial ‘cushion’ for
them. One father said he helps his youngest
son the most because: ‘He never stays in
jobs for very long. So there are financial dif-
ficulties and we need to support him.’

It is not surprising that financial needs
of adult offspring are linked to their occu-
pational activities. Table 2 shows that those
in paid employment were not as likely as
the others to receive extra help. Never-
theless, some parents explained that they
gave both additional financial and practi-
cal help to a particular child because they
had just started their own business. For
example: ‘My son has just bought his own
farm in partnership with his wife.’

Also, some grandparents said they pro-
vided work-related child care because

their daughter was in paid work and so
needed more babysitting than did her 
siblings: ‘I mind my daughter’s children a
lot more because she’s working.’ 

In contrast, a larger proportion of adult
children receiving additional parental sup-
port were home-makers compared with
those not receiving extra help (Table 2).
These were likely to be daughters (whether
sole mothers or not) and to be caring for
children, which tended to increase the
amount of time or other resources being
invested by their parent(s).

This finding may partly reflect the higher
levels of grandparental involvement found
elsewhere when grandchildren are below
school age (Millward and Matches 1995). It
also illustrates the gender differences which
can operate in intergenerational relation-
ships as a result of ascribed gender-related
social roles, which emphasise the domestic
and child care responsibilities of women.

Gender

A much higher proportion of daughters
than sons were given extra assistance by
parents (Table 2). Indeed, female social
roles of ‘kinkeeping’, domestic organisation
and child nurture mean greater family
involvement, and assistance has been
shown to flow more through maternal kin
lines than paternal ones (Finch 1989;
Rosenthal 1985). This means that women
tend to be more closely linked within 
families than are men.

It was particularly later life mothers
who reported giving additional domestic
help to daughters rather than to sons,
acknowledging their greater domestic
responsibilities: ‘She needed help because
she was the girl in the family.’ And: ‘I do
more for my daughters because they do
not have wives.’

In contrast, the father of a man who was
a long-distance truck driver reported pro-
viding extra practical support to him
because, while he is away: ‘I need to keep
an eye on his house and family for him.’

A further point is that daughters are
much more likely than sons to be sole par-
ents. According to the 1991 Census (ABS
1993), 86 per cent of sole-parent house-
holds were headed by mothers. Such
households tend to have low incomes,
and sole mothers are more likely than
sole fathers to have young children. Not
surprisingly then, according to some later
age parents, adult children who were sole
parents tended to need more help than
their siblings: ‘She’s on her own on a sin-
gle parent’s pension. It’s hard for her to
make ends meet.’

However, not all lone parents men-
tioned were daughters. For example, one
older mother explained how she provided
extra babysitting for her son because: ‘He
has three kids to bring up by himself.’ 

Marital status

The support and back-up offered by later
life parents to children who were sole
parents was related to the adult child’s 
marital or relationship status; a greater
proportion of those receiving extra help
from parents were divorced or separated
(Table 2 ). In addition to practical help, 
parents often gave emotional support to
help adult children through marriage
breakdown as well as through other rela-
tionship problems. For example: ‘For emo-
tional reasons. Both my daughter and 
her son still bear scars from an abusive 
relationship.’ And another example: ‘My
daughter has split up with her partner and
has a child from that relationship. She is
going through a traumatic period because
they split up only a few weeks ago.’

Another significant effect of adult chil-
dren’s marital status was that the largest
proportion of those receiving extra parental
help were single and never married (Table
2). Thus, some parents provided friendship
and support for children who live alone or
do not have an intimate relationship. One
mother said: ‘My daughter grew up with-
out a father, and she likes to stay closer to
me. She needs me as a friend – we discuss
things a lot.’

Other parents gave additional practical
aid to un-partnered children, especially if
living alone, since they had no-one to
assist them with domestic work or various
maintenance jobs: ‘She’s single – she needs
more help with practical tasks.’

Being single and never married is gen-
erally associated with youth and inexpe-
rience, and so may essentially equate to a
state of continuing dependency, whether
via co-residence or not. However, with later
age at first marriage, and increased propen-
sity not to marry at all (de Vaus 1997)
there is some evidence that the phenom-
enon of living alone or ‘being unattached’
is becoming more common in older adult
children. The present findings suggest that
single adults draw more upon their parents’

resources than do married children, thus
prolonging the term of parental responsi-
bility beyond the time of parents’ retire-
ment and entry into old age. 

Parental status

Being parents themselves did not mean
adult children received additional help
from their children’s grandparents (Table
2). Two-thirds of the later life parents were
grandparents, so it could well be that this
was such a generic state among them that
it is not viewed as reason for special help.
Nevertheless, the need to give practical
help to one child more than another was
explained by some older parents in terms
of the needs of grandchildren, and tended
to be linked with the age and number of
grandchildren present. While some later life
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It is difficult for older parents to distance themselves 
emotionally from adult children’s personal problems, 
no matter what the child’s age. 
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parents said one adult child needed more
help because they had the youngest grand-
children (often babies), others said it was
because a particular adult child had the
most children (generally four or five).

For example, one parent said: ‘My
daughter needs help because of her babies.
They are very tiny and only one year apart.’
Another said: ‘She has five children [and] is
always needing a bit of help around the
house . . . and looking after the children.’

Obviously the life stage of the adult
child is important here. The parents of
the youngest grandchildren will be inex-
perienced in child care and so need extra
help, although they are not necessarily
youngest children themselves. 

Other explanations for extra 
help given

In addition to the impact of adult children’s
characteristics (as listed in Table 2), some
later life parents gave other explanations
for giving particular adult children an extra
helping hand.

Sometimes more guidance and emo-
tional support was given because of the
adult child’s personality traits, or because
they were considered by parents to be
emotionally insecure, immature or even
‘irresponsible’. For example, one parent
said: ‘He’s having trouble settling down.
Has a lot of growing up to do.’ Another

said: ‘He is emotionally immature – can-
not get on his feet and become indepen-
dent. He needs to make his own way in
life.’  

These emotional needs may or may
not be linked with a clinical psychologi-
cal problem or condition. However, such
problems as depression, attempted sui-
cide, aggression, instability or addictions
to drugs, alcohol or gambling did require
extra support from some older parents:
‘My son needs help because of his cur-
rent drug addiction. He ended up in a
psychiatric hospital two years ago.’  

Other health problems of children or
grandchildren also elicited extra support
from some older parents. For some this
was because of a physical or mental dis-
ability or handicap on the part of the
adult child or a grandchild: For example:
‘My daughter is disabled and needs 
full-time care.’ And ‘My daughter has 
an intellectually disabled child and 
frequently needs more support and 
freedom.’

Others gave short-term or long-term
illness of an adult child or grandchild as
the reason for giving extra help: ‘My son
has epilepsy and cannot drive.’ ‘My
daughter has hurt her back.’

Some parents devoted more support
to children with terminal illnesses, and
one mother said her daughter’s husband
had just recently died. 

Conclusions

The adult children’s characteristics and
life stage, as well as other special circum-
stances, such as illness, clearly illustrate the
amount of time and other resources being
‘donated’ by the older generation to their
adult offspring. The findings also concur
with the work of Greenberg (1991) which
illustrated the extent of emotional involve-
ment of older parents with their adult 
children, and their consequent efforts to try
to help children overcome difficulties 
whatever their nature. Furthermore,
although particular problems or charac-
teristics of children led parents to feel
more responsible for some than for others,
there was also a high level of general sup-
port overall (Table 1). 

From the parents’ point of view, pro-
longed periods of education, increased
incidence of sole parenthood, and fewer
employment opportunities for young
people mean the need for extended sup-
port of adult offspring. The changing
face of the welfare state in restricting
financial support for young adults also
has implications for an increased load
upon older parents. 

That later life parents tended to give
more help to children who were either sin-
gle without children, divorced with chil-
dren, or experiencing personal problems,

also reflects the needs of young adults
which are inherent in current social trends
toward semi-permanent relationships,
delayed family formation and increased
rates of marital dissolution.

Thus, a sizeable proportion of the
parents interviewed, roughly half of
whom were retired, were still involved
with satisfying the needs of their chil-
dren. Indeed, past studies have shown
that most family support flows from
older to younger generations (Finch
1989; Glezer 1991) and the present find-
ings certainly support this observation.
This is not to say that older parents are
necessarily dissatisfied about their com-
mitment to adult children, but the find-
ings underline the fact that parenting
responsibilities do not cease just because
children become adults.

There is a common perception of adult
children being ‘backstops’ for ageing par-
ents. However, many of the older parents
interviewed here, while not yet ‘elderly’,
are certainly a prop for their adult children.
As for the flow of aid in the other direction
– that is, to older parents – the expectations
of the intergenerational ‘contract’ are being
further probed by an extension of the
Australian Institute of Family Studies Later
Life Families Study, which more fully
probes older parents’ expectations of
receiving help from their adult children in
the future.

At present, these parents are shoulder-
ing, to varying degrees, the responsibility
for younger adult citizens in such ways as
co-residence, financial support of students,
and back-up services for sole parents.
How far the resources of parents in their
fifties and sixties can be further stretched
is difficult to anticipate, but certainly
deserves our continuing attention. 
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It is hard to say how far the resources of 
parents in their fifties and sixties can be further 

stretched to support adult children.


