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How demographic patterns and social
policies shape interdependence among lives
in the family realm

Pearl A. Dykstra'*, Gunhild O. Hagestad?

Abstract: Our starting point is that a social psychological approach dominates the literature on interdependent
or “linked” lives (Elder, 1994). We argue that interdependence is not only social-psychological, but is also
structured on a macro-level. More specifically, we illustrate ways in which demographic change, such as
increased co-longevity, creates different opportunities for interdependence for men and women. In addition, we
draw attention to the role of national policies, distinguishing ways in which legislation mandates generational
interdependence (e.g., legal obligations to provide financial support), blocks generational interdependence (e.g.,
grandparents not granted the right to raise grandchildren when parents cannot provide adequate care; migration
laws not granting temporary visits to enable the provision of care), generates generational interdependence (e.g.,
daddy quota), and lightens generational interdependence (e.g., less reliance on grandparental care in Northern
and Western Europe due to public support to parents of young children). We pay specific attention to childless
men and women, questioning the primacy assigned to kinship ties in health care and long-term support policies.
Gender receives consistent consideration throughout the paper.
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Background and theoretical actions and interactions of family members over time”

. . (p. 25). In his classic volume on Children of the Great
startlng pOll‘lt Depression, Elder (1974) shows how transitions of one
family member affect the life chances of others. He
also shows how the family realm is a critical mediating
force between societal changes and the micro-level of
individual lives.

Four decades later, Elder, Shanahan, and Jennings
(2015) sum up: “lives are lived interdependently and
social-historical influences are expressed through this
network of shared relationships. [...] Interdependent

As social science colleagues, the authors share a
strong interest in issues and concepts introduced
in the life course perspective (Hagestad & Dykstra,
2016). A key concept and “organizing principle” in
this perspective is that lives are interdependent: linked
and interwoven. We agree with Marshall and Bengtson
(2011) who state that “the concept of ‘linked lives’ has
proven the most useful tool in understanding the

Article note: This article draws upon and elaborates earlier work of Hagestad and Dykstra published in the Handbook of the Life
Course, Volume II (2016).
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liveshighlight therole of significant othersinregulating
and shaping the timing of life trajectories through a
network of informal control [...] the expectations and
informal sanctions of these ‘others’ channel behavior
and the life course in certain directions” (p. 31). Thus,
within this perspective, a web of interconnected lives
serves as a “developmental context” for persons
throughout life. In the family realm, individual life
chances, opportunities and constraints are shaped
by key consociates. Transitions of one member affect
trajectories of close others. In some cases, individuals
go through countertransitions: life changes resulting
from transitions made by central others (Hagestad,
1991). Examples are becoming a grandparent or an
in-law.

Several authors have pointed out that most North
American work inspired by Elder’s framework takes
a social psychological approach, and that US and
European scholars have tended to focus on different
levels of social context in discussions of how life
trajectories are shaped. An example is Leisering
(2004), who suggests that US researchers have tended
to emphasize the micro and meso levels of individuals
and their families, contemplating culture and shared
meaning as the main organizing force in shaping lives,
whereas European researchers of the life course have
focused more strongly on the structuring influences
of the state (see Mayer & Miiller, 1986, for a classic
example of the latter). Interdependence not only
entails informal social control, but is also shaped on
a societal level, through formal laws and regulations.

In a similar vein, we also argue that demographic
conditions in a population shape conditions for
interdependence between lives by affecting the size
and composition of family networks and the duration
of ties for men and women.

To illustrate how life transitions and trajectories
are influenced by macro-level structural dynamics,
we focus on how interdependence in vertical, cross-
generational family ties is influenced by two sets of
societal forces: demographic conditions and national
social policy. Both these macro-level phenomena shape
matrices of contingencies and interdependencies
across individual lives. Our aim in this discussion is
twofold. First, we provide illustrations of the ways
in which demographic patterns such as lowered
fertility, reduced and more predictable mortality,
and increased co-longevity create new conditions of
generational interdependence for men and women.
Second, we focus on the role of national policies,
illustrating ways in which legislation shapes family
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relations by mandating, blocking, generating, or
lightening generational interdependence. Throughout
our discussion, we consider gender contrasts in
how patterns of interdependence are structured on
a macro level. We also give examples of variability
across societies and explore life course challenges of
statistical outliers and their significance for families
and social services.

Interdependence and patterns
of demographic change

A number of authors have recently emphasized the
complex ways in which altered mortality and fertility
patterns not only change the population pyramid into
an onion or column, and eventually might create an
inverted pyramid, but also change the generational
structures of families and life course patterns within
them (Bengtson, 2001; Gee, 1987; Leopold & Skopek,
2015; Murphy, 2011, Uhlenberg, 2004, 2009). Verdery
(2015) concludes that “the demographic transition is
also a kinship transition” (p. 466). Uhlenberg (1996)
writes about “mutual attraction” between demography
and life course analysis. He presents a powerful
example of historical change: US 20-year-olds in the
year 2000 were more likely to have a grandmother still
living (91%) than 20-year-olds in 1900 were to have a
mother living (83%). All these authors build on earlier
ground-breaking work, such as Glick’s writing on the
family life cycle, published in the 1940s and 50s (e.g.,
Glick, 1947) and Ryder’s (1965) discussion of cohorts
and social change.

The demographic transition has altered the
balance between young and old in the population,
as well as the statistical balance between men
and women, especially in later life. Given gender
differences in life expectancies, societal aging entails
a “feminization” of older populations. The new
patterns also alter durations of role engagements in
two central family relationships: parent-child and
grandparent-grandchild. These changes entail clearer
gender contrasts.

For most of human history, children have
constituted at least half of the population, the old only
a small percentage. Today, Africa is the only continent
where this demographic picture still can be found.
According to current figures (Population Reference
Bureau, 2015) the overall picture is that children 15
and younger constitute 41% of the population; 4% are
65 and older. Niger is the “youngest” society, with a
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population that counts more than 50% children. The
population of Asia as a whole has 25% children and
8% old people, but in the world’s “oldest” society,
Japan, there are twice as many old as young (26%
versus 13%). Europe has an even balance between
old and young (17% versus 16%). Canada and the US
resemble Europe. In Canada, the figure for both young
and old is 16%, while the neighboring nation has 19%
young; 15% old. The figures for median ages reflect
the patterns just described (United Nations, 2015):
Africa 19, Asia 30, Europe 42, and North America 38.
Among nations with the highest median ages in the
world, Japan tops the list (47). In Europe, Italy has the
highest figure (46).

Closely related to the demographic transition is
the epidemiological transition: a shift from mortality
linked to infectious disease to “wear and tear”, life-
style-related illness as causes of death. Often this shift
is seen as the basis of increasing gender differences in
life expectancy (Wheaton & Crimmins, 2016). Recent
figures (Population Reference Bureau, 2015) show that
in more developed countries, the average difference
between men and women in life expectancy at birth is 6
years. The figure for Europeis 7 years; in the US, 5 years.
Looking across Europe, the smallest gender difference
is in Iceland, where women can expect to live 3 years
longer than men. In sharp contrast, six countries in
Eastern and Central Europe have a difference of 10
years or more. Belarus, Lithuania and Russia show a
gap of 11 years. Differences are considerably smaller
in Africa and certain parts of Asia. According to most
recent figures, Swaziland is the only nation in the
world with a higher life expectancy for men than for
women, while Mali has the same figure for men and
women. Gender differences in mortality and morbidity
patterns create imbalanced sex ratios, especially
among the oldest old. While Africa has an overall ratio
of 68 men per 100 women among individuals 80 and
older, the corresponding figure for Europe is 50; for
North America, 60.

Parents and children

Several scholars have taken a historical view of the
proportion of adult life spent in two key roles—that of
parent and that of child. Gee (1987) reminds us that
for the first time in human history, individuals now
spend more years as adult children with surviving
parents than they do as parents of minor children.
She estimates that under 1860 conditions, 16% of
Canadian 50-year olds had living parents, compared
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to 60% a hundred years later. In aging populations, it
is common for mature men and women to still occupy
the role of child, but the parent is typically the mother.
In the Norwegian NorLAG/LOGG study, almost 9 out
of 10 respondents aged 50 and older who have at least
one parent still living, have mothers; only around
one third have fathers (Herlofson & Hagestad, 2011).
Among respondents 60 and older, having a surviving
parent means almost exclusively having mothers (92%
versus 17%) (ibid.). Herlofson and Hagestad (2011)
point out that as a consequence, many more mothers
and daughters compared to fathers and sons share the
experience of growing old together, a fact that is often
overlooked in research on intergenerational relations.

Analyses of panel data (ibid.) from the two waves
in NorLAG/LOGG (data collections in 2002/2003
and 2007/2008) showed that among old parents
who needed help during both surveys—according
to their adult children—84% were mothers. It is also
important to bear in mind that while the majority
of old men live with a partner, most old women live
alone. The same authors report Norwegian statistics
showing 59% of men over 80 are married, compared
to only 19% of women (Hagestad and Herlofson
2010). As a consequence, old men can often call upon
their partner for care; older women look to younger
generations (ibid.).

The bookend generations: Ties
between young and old

Demographic  conditions for interdependence
between old and young vary strongly across societies.
In 2005, there were 81 women aged 65 and older per
100 children under 15 in Italy. The corresponding
figure for old men was 57 per 100 children. In stark
contrast, the figures for the Russian Federation were
62 women and 29 men per 100 children. Both on
a societal level and in families, it is reasonable to
conclude that Russian children grow up having highly
limited contact with old men. Overall, because of
changes in life expectancy, a predominant pattern is
that women’s cross-generational ties are characterized
by “co-longevity” and long durations. This fact has
received little attention in the life course literature,
and in writing on age and gender.

Reduced fertility has led to clearer sequencing
between active parenting and grandparenting and less
“competition” between the parent and grandparent
roles (Leopold & Skopek, 2015). Uhlenberg (2009)
points to one more fertility-related factor affecting
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contact and closeness between grandparents and
grandchildren: fewer children in the middle generation
means a reduced number of grandchild sets. It is hardly
an exaggeration to say that we have seen a revolution
in grandparenthood, a change that reflects the main
drivers of the demographic transition.

Children’s kin networks have been more affected
by population ageing than is the case for the old. For
example, it is reasonable to assume that there were
just as many grandparents among individuals who
survived to old age a century ago as is the case today. In
sharp contrast, children today are about seven to eight
times more likely to have all four grandparents living
than was the case in 1900 (Hagestad & Uhlenberg,
2007; Uhlenberg, 1996). According to Uhlenberg’s
(1996) estimates, 5% of 10-year-olds in the US at the
start of the 1900s had four grandparents; by 2005, the
figure was 40%. This last figure is very similar to what
emerged from the 2005 Norwegian grandparenthood
study, a survey anchored in children aged 10-12:
41% had all four (Hagestad, 2006). Micro-simulation
models reveal an increase in the proportion of 0-20
year-olds with four surviving grandparents in the
Netherlands from 10% in 1950 to 20% in 1990 (Post,
Van Imhoff, Dykstra & Van Poppel, 1997). Thus,
the availability of grandparents is not limited to
childhood. Estimates for the US (Uhlenberg, 1996)
show that the proportion of 30 year-olds with at least
one grandparent alive more than tripled between 1900
and 2000, from 21% to 75%. The expectation for 2020
is a further increase to 80%.

Clearly, population ageing has created
unprecedented webs of interdependent ties across
family generations. Taking a multigenerational view
of family bonds, we now turn to a discussion of the
ways in which national laws and policies shape
interdependence among young and old in families.

Interdependence: the impact of
laws and policies

Countries differ greatly in their understanding of
“proper” cross-generational family relations (Viazzo,
2010), and the ways in which their state mechanisms
influence linked lives. Policies and laws create,
assume, reinforce, block and lighten connections
between the lives of parents, children, grandparents,
and grandchildren. A number of scholars have
developed models of “care regimes”, focusing on
publicly funded care policies for the young and the
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old (e.g., Anttonen & Sipild, 1996; Bettio & Plantenga,
2004; Leitner, 2003; Saraceno & Keck, 2010; Zagel &
Lohmann, 2016). An attractive feature of these models
is that they overcome a “chopped up” view of families
by considering multiple generations. A key distinction
in this literature is the extent to which welfare states
impose reliance on family members (“familialisation”)
or enable individual autonomy (“defamilialisation”).

As Leisering (2004) notes, policies can have a
direct or an indirect influence on people’s lives. The
influence is direct when there are clear sanctions to
non-adherence. For example, parents who do not
provide for their children’s safety and well-being are
subjected to interference by state authorities. The
influence of policies is indirect when the state modifies
opportunity structures (and the incentive structures),
for example through the introduction of cash benefits.

We discuss four ways in which national legislation
shapes cross-generational interdependence in
families, focusing mostly on Europe. Our inspiration
comes from the concepts of familialisation and
defamilialisation, and we distinguish whether the
influence of laws and policies on people’s lives is direct
or indirect. A novelty of our categorization is that we
also consider legislation that blocks generational
interdependence.

Legislation shaping cross-generational
interdependence

All nations have mandated interdependence, policies
that directly interfere in people’s lives by imposing
obligations to obey or provide for given family
members (familialism). Examples are maintenance
responsibilities, and a power of attorney to act on
behalf of an older person deemed legally unfit to make
independent decisions. All European countries have
regulations obliging parents to financially support
their children, but they vary in terms of the age of
the child up until which this obligation is imposed.
Europe shows strong cross-county variation regarding
the legal obligations of adult offspring to financially
support parents. The countries that legally oblige
children to provide for their parents tend to be in
Southern, Central and Eastern Europe. For details
on legal family obligations, see Saraceno and Keck
(2008), and the Multilinks database (2011).

National legislation can also block
interdependence, directly interfering in people’s lives
by disabling the maintenance of unions with family
members. Examples are grandparents who are not
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granted the right to raise grandchildren when parents
cannot provide adequate care, or parents who have
court orders prohibiting them from having contact
with their children after divorce. Immigration and
refugee policies, which determine who gets to come
and who gets to stay, are another example (Saraceno,
forthcoming). A highly restrictive definition of family
ties (normally limited to spouses and dependent
children), and strict requirements, such as stable
income of the sponsor and adequate housing, keep
grandparents in migrant families separated from
their grandchildren, and adult children in migrant
families separated from their ageing parents. Families
do not necessarily become transnational because they
decide that this is an optimal arrangement, but rather
because immigration policies restrict family members
from joining one another in the receiving country
(Carling, Menjivar, & Schmalzbauer, 2012: Zhou 2012).

A third way in which national laws and policies
shape the ways in which family lives are connected
is by aiming to generate cross-generational
interdependence. The incentive structure is changed
in such a way that citizens feel motivated to adopt
new roles, and more specifically, to become more
familialistic. The so-called “daddy quota” is an
example (Eydal & Rostgaard, 2015). This is a non-
transferable, use-it-or-lose-it share of parental leave
reserved for fathers. Such legislation was introduced
to improve citizens’ work-life balance, foster gender
equality, enable men to spend more time with their
offspring, and improve the educational outcomes of
children. There is mounting evidence that men who
have taken up paid parental leave (a) have fewer
conflicts over the division of household tasks and are
more likely to share them (e.g., Kotsadam & Finseraas,
2011), (b) are more involved in childcare and
childrearing— particularly highly educated fathers
(e.g., Boll, Leppin, & Reich, 2014), but (c) are not more
involved in caring for frail parents (e.g., Herlofson
& Ugreninov, 2014). Given the proven success of the
daddy quota, The Economist (2016) has now added
paid paternity leave to its “glass-ceiling index”, which
ranks countries by how good it is to be a working
woman in each of them. It is published yearly to mark
International Women’s Day.

Finally, state mechanisms can lighten family
interdependence. Research on grandparental care
(Bordone, Arpino, & Aassve, 2016) provides a
powerful example of policies that enable autonomy in
families (defamilialisation). In Europe, the likelihood
that grandparents provide childcare on a daily
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basis is strongly linked to the availability of public
policy arrangements. In countries where childcare
services and parental leaves are most generous,
grandparents are least likely to provide daily care
to grandchildren while daughters and daughters-
in-law are at work. Grandparents are not compelled
to step in—because there are public arrangements
facilitating the combination of paid work and
parenting responsibilities. Another example of the
way in which state arrangements lighten cross-
generational interdependence in families comes from
research on support to ageing parents. Studies have
repeatedly shown that when paid professionals take
on complex, repetitive and intensive care tasks, adult
children have more time to provide unstructured and
non-technical help (e.g., Bonsang, 2009; Brandt,
Haberkern, & Szydlik, 2009). Adults aged 50 and
over are more likely to provide practical help (i.e.
household help, transportation, odd jobs around the
house, filling in forms) to ageing parents in European
countries where higher proportions of the work force
are engaged in the health and social sector, such as
the Netherlands, Denmark, and Sweden. Conversely,
adults aged 50 and over are more likely to provide
care (i.e. assistance with getting dressed, bathing,
feeding, getting in and out of bed) to ageing parents
in European countries where lower proportions of
the work force are engaged in the health and social
sector (e.g., Greece, Italy and Spain).

Public provisions and gender
inequality

Feminist scholars have pointed to the gendered
consequences of welfare state provisions (e.g.,
O’Connor, 1996; Orloff, 1993). A telling example is
the differential retirement age for men and women.
In 2012, 19 of 39 OECD and EU countries had lower
statutory retirement ages for women than men, but
this number is dropping (European Commission,
2015; OECD, 2015). One of the reasons put forward
for having an earlier retirement age for women is to
compensate for the “double shift” many of them
experience: combining housework, family care and a
paid job (Brocas, Cailloux, & Oget, 1990). In practice,
however, women’s career breaks and early exit from
the labour market impact adversely on the adequacy
of their pensions (European Commission, 2015).
Regarding government measures aimed at the
conciliation of paid work and caregiving tasks, an
important issue is whether policies involve payments
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for care or the provision of care services (Javornik,
2014; Lohmann & Zagel, 2016; Saraceno, 2010). When
public support is offered in money rather than in
kind, trade-offs between (a) using it to buy services
or (b) keeping it for the family budget and staying at
home to provide care, might be different for families
in different socioeconomic circumstances. The latter
strategy might more readily be adopted by members of
the working-class, reducing their ability to remain in
gainful employment and contributing to the likelihood
of old-age poverty for themselves. In practice, women
with limited occupational histories and labour market
prospects will be providing the care.

Empirical evidence that types of public provision
have consequences for gender inequality is now
emerging. For example, Abendroth, Huffman and
Treas (2014) demonstrate that the motherhood
occupational status penalty is lower in European
countries where expenditures on public childcare are
higher. Confirming earlier findings, Schmid, Brandt
and Haberkern (2012) show that women are more
likely to provide intensive care to aging parents than
men are. However, the gender gap in the provision of
such care is greater when aging parents receive cash
for care payments (in addition to the care received
from adult children) than when they receive services
in kind. Apparently, the public provision of support
services helps to keep both men and women involved
in caring for frail parents, whereas care payments are
a greater incentive for women than for men.

Public provisions and the childless

The primacy of spouses, parents and children as “self-
evident” sources of support is strongly reflected in
health care and long-term support policies, thereby
neglecting the lives of individuals with no or highly
limited vertical family ties, such as the childless
(Ivanova & Dykstra, 2015). Benefits available to family
caregivers are not available to friends who have taken
on caregiving roles usually assumed by close kin.
In all of the 38 countries covered in Moss’s (2015)
review of leave policies, the person who can take
leave is a family member (usually a child or a spouse),
and never a friend.' Non-kin often lack the legal

1 We note, however, that in the Netherlands as of July 1st 2015,
employees who are unable to work because they need to take
care of a severely sick housemate, friend or neighbour will be
able to request care leave from their employer. Previously, em-
ployees were only eligible for care leave to support their child,
partner or parent with a life-threatening illness (Clarke, 2015).
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rights and the appropriate governmental support to
advocate successfully for the needs and wishes of the
childless. For example, in the absence of an advance
directive dictating the wishes of the individual, in 30
US states, physicians cannot consult anyone about
the care preferences of their incapacitated patients
besides people related by blood, adoption or marriage
(American Bar Association, 2014).

Discussion

We have examined how interdependence among
lives in the family realm is influenced by two sets of
societal forces: demographic conditions and national
legislation. First, altered fertility patterns and the
rise in co-longevity have improved opportunities for
cross-generational interdependence. Due to gender
differences in life expectancy and age at parenthood,
many more mothers and daughters, compared to
fathers and sons, share the experience of ageing
and growing old together. Second, policies shape
generational interdependence by defining rights and
duties towards old and young in the family, and by
reinforcing or lightening the reliance on older and
younger family members.

Cross-generational ties in the family are a source
of economic, cultural, and social capital. Given the
increasing prevalence and duration of such ties, it
becomes important not to forget the exceptions. Here,
the bookend generations—the young and the old—
are of special interest. Scholars and policy makers
should be careful not to overlook statistical outliers:
children with no or limited access to grandparents,
and mature individuals who are generational solos,
i.e., without any direct ascendant or descendant links.
Such persons are generally ignored partly because
much research on family ties in old age is anchored
in samples of parents and children (Herlofson &
Hagestad, 2011).

In an increasingly “top-heavy” age structure, who
are the children who are “vertically rich”, and who are
the “vertically deprived”? Several authors (e.g. Esping-
Andersen 2002; Heckman 2006; Sgrensen 2005) have
raised concerns about how children and young people
with limited vertical ties (e.g. with single parents or no
available grandparents) find ties that secure contact,
support, and learning across age and generation
lines. These authors argue that the availability or lack
of intergenerational family relationships, especially
with grandparents, is a major factor in the widening
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inequality among young people. Such concerns
have also been raised in discussions of societal age
segregation (Hagestad & Uhlenberg, 2006) because
it is hard to find arenas outside the family realm in
which young and old can meet.

SHARE data show that 12% of the respondents
(aged 50+) in Germany, Austria and Italy are solo
individuals. In Italy, they even outnumber those
belonging to structures of four and five generations
(Kohli, Kiinemund, & Liidicke, 2006). Analysis of
intergenerational family constellations based on data
from the Generations and Gender Survey reveal that
the share of generational solos among the 60-79 year
olds varies from 5% in Bulgaria to 18% in Germany
(Puur, Sakkeus, Poldma, & Herm, 2011). It is worth
noting that in some societies, generational solos
encompass a considerable number of people who
represent a challenge to health and social services
(Wenger, 2009). Many are socially isolated, live in
remote areas, and lack contacts who will serve as
bridges to the care system.

As Northern Europeans, we take for granted
that the provision of financial support and care to
dependents is not only a private, but also a public
issue. We have given empirical illustrations of the
division of responsibilities between the state and
families for childcare and eldercare. Research
shows that public policy arrangements can enable
autonomy between family generations, in such a
way that “individual adults can uphold a socially
acceptable standard of living, independently of family
relationships, either through paid work or through the
social security system” (Lister, 1994, p. 37). Autonomy
is most likely when public provisions involve care
services such as home help and daycare rather than
payments for care. Care services better enable family
members to remain gainfully employed, whereas
cash benefits serve as an incentive to reduce working
hours—particularly for women and for those with
limited labour market prospects. Research also shows
that targeted policies, such as the daddy quota, have
improved gender equality by facilitating mothers’
labour force participation, reducing work-life conflict,
and encouraging fathers to become more involved in
their children’s lives.

In our considerations of the ways in which
policies shape generational interdependence, we
have not discussed the absence of policy, described
as “non-policy” by Leisering (2004) and as “policy
inaction” by Lloyd-Sherlock (2015). Saraceno (2010)
introduced the concept of “familialism by default”
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to describe situations in which families provide all
the care and financial support to dependent family
members because there are no publicly provided
alternatives. Here we draw attention to a striking
contrast between the situation in Europe and that in
the United States. Though it is conceivably the most
individualized country in the world, the United States
has high degrees of family interdependence. The
latter is attributable to the lack of state mechanisms
for risk reduction (cf. Leisering & Leibfried, 1999).
The less public support there is, the greater the risk
of exploitation of unpaid family carers, potential
harm to care recipients, and disparities between
those who can afford to purchase care services and
those who cannot (Lloyd-Sherlock, 2015; Saraceno,
2010).
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