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Abstract 

Informal support from adult children is crucial for many older individuals as their need for assistance 
increases. This makes older people without children, or with children living far away, particularly 
vulnerable—especially when public care and support institutions are being scaled back or during 
times of crisis. This paper draws on data from the most recent waves of SHARE: Wave 8, the SHARE 
Corona Survey 1, and Wave 9, to examine both informal and professional help received by 
individuals aged 70 and above in 26 European countries, before, during, and after the COVID-19 
pandemic. We estimated the likelihood of receiving informal and professional help from outside the 
household, comparing parents living with adult children, parents with children living nearby, 
parents with children living far away, and older individuals without children. We also compared 
countries with different welfare models. The results show that many individuals over the age of 70 
still manage independently. However, nearly one-third of respondents in Wave 9 reported receiving 
informal help from outside the household, with adult children being the primary providers—even in 
countries with universal welfare models. As expected, the probability of receiving help was higher 
among parents with adult children living nearby. However, the difference between older individuals 
without children and those with children living far away was relatively small. This suggests that 
older people in Europe without children, as well as those whose children live at a distance, constitute 
vulnerable groups—particularly if trends toward re-familization continue. Furthermore, we found 
no evidence that the dramatic increase in informal help during the pandemic had a lasting impact on 
how such support is provided in the post-pandemic period.  

Keywords: informal help; professional help; adult children; distant children; childless; COVID-19; 
SHARE   
 

Introduction  

Informal help from adult children is often essential to the well-being of older individuals, 
particularly when physical or cognitive impairments limit their ability to manage daily activities. This 
is evident not only in contexts with strong traditions of family-based care, but also in countries where 
public institutions serve as the primary providers of elder care. In both contexts, adult children and 
other relatives play a vital complementary role in supporting older parents (Motel-Klingebiel et al., 
2005; Dykstra, 2009; Dykstra and Fokkema, 2011; Von Saenger et al., 2023).  

However, reliance on family-based care presents a challenge for a significant proportion of 
Europe’s ageing population, as many older individuals do not have children or live without a partner 
(Pittavino et al., 2025). Consequently, many must manage on their own or depend on professional 
services, or on assistance from friends, neighbours, or the extended family. While children living far 
away may offer some support remotely, providing consistent, hands-on assistance with daily tasks 
is considerably more difficult. A previous study based on the Survey of Health, Ageing and 
Retirement in Europe (SHARE) found that approximately 15% of older parents in Europe had no 
child living within 25 kilometres (Hank, 2007). In the most recent wave of SHARE (wave 9), this figure 
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was 18.6%. Older individuals without adult children living nearby represent a potentially vulnerable 
group when it comes to access to informal care.  

In this study, we use data from SHARE to examine the provision of informal and professional 
care to individuals aged 70 and above. Our focus is on older adults whose children live far away, 
comparing their experiences with those of parents whose children live nearby or in the same 
household, as well as with older people without children.  

The dataset includes respondents from countries with differing welfare state arrangements, 
enabling comparisons between contexts where families play a central role in elder care and those 
where public institutions bear primary responsibility. To explore how the availability of adult 
children is associated with informal and professional support, we use data from the most recent 
SHARE wave (Wave 9). Additionally, we draw on Wave 8 and the first SHARE Corona Survey (SC1) 
to compare patterns of support before and during the pandemic, and to investigate whether the 
COVID-19 crisis altered the overall provision of support to older individuals. This study thereby 
contributes to existing research by using more recent data on informal care for older adults in Europe 
than earlier studies (e.g. Fihel et al., 2022). Furthermore, it adds to the growing body of literature on 
informal care during COVID-19 (e.g. Tur-Sinai et al., 2021; Bergmann & Wagner, 2021), by focusing 
on older parents without proximate adult children.  

Background and Previous Research (3)  

Nearness of Adult Children  

Data from the United Nations (UN 2005; UN 2017) indicate a global trend toward a higher 
proportion of older individuals living alone, living independently with a spouse, and a declining 
share co-residing with adult children. However, these figures vary significantly: 26.5% of older adults 
live alone in high-income countries, compared to 9.8% in upper-middle-income countries and just 
7.1% in lower-middle and low-income countries. Globally, approximately half of the population aged 
60 and above live with their children, whereas in Europe this figure is only 20.6%, and in Northern 
Europe just 13% (UN 2017). Previous research highlights shrinking family networks and raises 
concerns about kinlessness and ageing alone (Carr, 2019; Verdey et al., 2019). 

Studies have shown a higher tendency for adult children to remain geographically close to their 
parents in countries with family-based elder care models, while universal welfare states tend to 
facilitate geographic mobility among younger generations, often for employment or education (e.g., 
Borbone, 2009). Hank (2007), using SHARE data, identified substantial differences in 
intergenerational proximity across Europe, with less co-residence and greater distances between 
generations in Northern Europe compared to countries with family-oriented welfare systems. 
Regarding trends of intergenerational proximity, national-level studies have produced mixed 
findings (Kalmijn, 2021; Malmberg et al., 2025). 

Intergenerational distance is primarily shaped by the mobility of the younger generation, but 
can also result from older adults relocating—often in mid-life or post-retirement—to attractive 
regions, thereby distancing themselves from their family networks (Malmberg et al., 2025). In both 
scenarios, migration can weaken local support systems, leaving older individuals who rely on adult 
children for assistance without key providers of care. Conversely, remaining in the same location 
may foster the development of informal support networks, where neighbours, friends, and extended 
family can partially compensate for the absence of adult children.  

Care Provision   

Previous research has consistently highlighted the central role of adult children in providing 
help to older individuals, even though other relatives and non-kin are also frequent sources of 
support (Silverstein & Bengtson, 1997; Kalwij et al., 2014; von Saenger et al., 2023). Unsurprisingly, 
members of proximate family networks tend to have more frequent contact and greater exchange 
than those in more distant networks, and proximity to adult children significantly influences the 
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amount and type of care provided (Fors & Lennartsson, 2008; Kalmijn, 2006; Fihel et al., 2022; von 
Saenger, 2023). This holds true although distant children can provide some support remotely, for 
example through information and communication technologies (ICT) (Compton & Pollak, 2015; Peng 
et al., 2018). As Pihel et al. (2022) found, the share of help from non-family members increases as the 
distance to adult children grows. 

While the literature emphasizes the importance of family in care provision, some studies have 
also pointed to the ambivalence inherent in family relationships. The presence or proximity of family 
members does not always guarantee support and may, in some cases, lead to conflict or estrangement 
(Silverstein & Gianrusso, 2010). Moreover, long distances between parents and adult children can 
sometimes reflect strained or poor family relations. Conversely, other studies have shown that 
increased care needs among older adults may prompt adult children to relocate closer to their parents 
(Artamonova et al., 2020). 

Friends and neighbours also play a significant role in informal care, particularly for older 
individuals without children living nearby (Fihel et al., 2022). As Djundeva et al. (2019) noted, living 
alone does not necessarily equate to social isolation. Nevertheless, various studies on informal care 
and support underscore the vulnerability of older adults who are unpartnered and childless, as well 
as those whose children live at a considerable distance (Arpino et al., 2022; Verdey et al., 2019). Fihel 
et al. (2022), using data from SHARE Waves 1 and 2 (2006), found that both the likelihood and amount 
of family support declined with increasing intergenerational distance. They also observed that help 
from non-family members was more common among childless individuals than among parents with 
children living far away. 

These findings underscore the importance of examining the circumstances of older adults 
without children and those with children living at a distance, while also distinguishing between these 
two groups. A key question in our study is whether the patterns observed in the early 2000s still hold 
today. 

Welfare Models and Care  

The consequences of lacking a dense and proximate family network vary across countries and 
are shaped by the relative roles of family and professional care within different welfare models. 
Previous research has examined intergenerational support across welfare regimes (Esping-Andersen, 
2013; Hank, 2007; Fokkema et al., 2008), and how these regimes influence the extent and nature of 
family-based care (Fors & Lennartsson, 2008; Fokkema et al., 2008; Dykstra & Fokkema, 2011). In 
countries with universal welfare models, professional care often substitutes for family-provided 
support. However, several studies have highlighted the continued importance of family as a 
complementary source of care, even in these contexts (Motel-Klingebiel et al., 2005; Dykstra, 2009; 
Dykstra & Fokkema, 2011). Moreover, recent trends suggest a re-familization of care, where families 
are becoming increasingly central to elder support (Szebehely & Meagher, 2018). 

While some Northern and Western European countries—traditionally characterized by high 
coverage of professional care—are now scaling back residential and institutional services, others, 
such as Spain and Portugal, are expanding professional care from previously low levels to meet 
growing demand (Kröger, 2024). These developments underscore the diversity of care models across 
Europe. The Nordic countries, along with parts of Western and Central Europe, typically rely more 
on formal care services, contrasting with Southern and Eastern European countries where families 
bear a larger share of the caregiving burden. In these latter contexts, co-residence with adult children 
is more common, and help from individuals outside the household is less frequent. 

The Pandemic  

During the spring of 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic spread across Europe, initially affecting 
countries in Southern Europe, followed by Central and Northern Europe, and eventually more 
intensively in Eastern Europe. The outbreak led to a rapid decline in daily out-of-home activities due 
to policy-induced restrictions and widespread fear of infection. These changes had significant 
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consequences for the provision of both personal and instrumental care and support (Fors et al., 2021; 
Olofsson et al., 2023; Bergmann et al., 2022; Arpino et al., 2022; Lestari et al., 2024). For many older 
individuals, the pandemic disrupted everyday routines such as shopping, walking, and social 
interaction, increasing their reliance on support from family members, neighbours, friends, public 
institutions, or civic organisations (Fors et al., 2021; 2024). At the same time, restrictions and concerns 
about contagion limited the ability of family members to provide direct care and support (Bergmann 
et al., 2022; Lestari et al., 2024). As a result, the pandemic posed particular challenges for older adults 
without children or with children living far away.  

Tur-Sinai et al. (2021) found that many individuals experienced difficulties in providing home 
care during the pandemic but also observed an increase in informal help from children, neighbours, 
friends, and colleagues. Bergmann & Wagner (2021), using SHARE data from 26 European countries, 
reported a decline in downward intergenerational support (from parents to children), while personal 
care provided to parents increased during the initial phase of the pandemic. Notably, they found that 
approximately one-fifth of older individuals did not receive adequate care. Similarly, Lestari et al. 
(2024), in a study based on SHARE data, reported higher levels of instrumental support received by 
people aged 50 and above during the pandemic, but lower levels of support provided. Bergmann et 
al. (2022) confirmed these findings, noting increased support to parents but reduced support in the 
opposite direction. They also observed that in Western Europe, instrumental help to non-kin was 
relatively common during the early phase of the pandemic but declined in later stages. 

This study focuses on the consequences of the pandemic for help provision to older individuals 
without adult children living nearby. A central question is whether the patterns of support observed 
before the pandemic persisted or changed in the post-pandemic period, particularly for those who 
may be more vulnerable due to limited access to proximate family support. 

Data and Methods  

This study uses data from the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE), a large 
cross-national survey of people aged 50 and over from 28 European countries and Israel (Börsch-
Supan, 2013). This study draws on information from the regular face-to-face surveys conducted in 
waves 8 (2019/2020) and 9 (2021/2022), which were collected before and after the COVID-19 pandemic 
(SHARE-ERIC, 2024a; SHARE-ERIC, 2024b). We analyse data on the receipt of professional and 
informal help from individuals outside the household, as well as information on childlessness and 
the proximity of adult children. Sociodemographic variables are derived from the wave 8 and 9 
interviews.  

For information on informal help during the COVID-19 pandemic, we use data from the Wave 
8 SHARE Corona Survey (SCS1) (Bergmann et al., 2024; SHARE-ERIC, 2024c). The SCS1 is a 
subsample of the regular SHARE panel, conducted through computer-assisted telephone interviews 
between June and August 2020 (Scherpenzeel et al. 2020). For the present study, the sample is 
restricted to community-dwelling adults aged 70 and older and includes only data from the first wave 
of the SHARE Corona Survey. The sample consist of 31,294 respondents of whom 57.4% are women. 
Specifically, 20,448 participate in wave 8 (57.6% women), 23,541 in SC1 (57.8% women), and 29,748 
in wave 9 (57.1% women). 

Nearness of Children 

To examine the association between the availability of adult children and the receipt of informal 
and professional help, we construct a categorical variable distinguishing four groups of respondents:  
(1) no children, (2) only  adult children living more than 25 km away (3) at least one adult child 
living within 25 km, and (4) living in the same household as an adult child. This classification is based 
on the SHARE wave 8 and 9 question Where does [child] live? with response categories: “In the same 
household” “In the same building”, “Less than 1 kilometre away”, “Between 1 and 5 kilometres 
away”, “Between 5 and 25 kilometre away”, “Between 25-100 kilometres away”, “Between 100 and 
500 kilometres away” and “More than 500 kilometres away”. We define “having an adult child 
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nearby” as having at least one child living within 25 km and “having adult children far away” as 
having only adult children living more than 25 km away. We acknowledge that this threshold may 
not be optimal, as some children living just beyond 25 km may still be able to provide regular or daily 
help.  

Help Provision 

For waves 8 and 9, receipt of professional help is based on the question: During the last twelve 
months did you receive in your own home any professional or paid services due to a physical, mental, emotional 
or memory problem? Respondents answer “yes” or “no” to the categories “Help with personal care”, 
“Help with domestic tasks”, “Meals-on-wheels” and “Help with other activities”. We create a binary 
variable coded 1 (received professional help) if a respondent answers “yes” to any category.  

Informal, non-financial help is based on the question: “Thinking about the last twelve months, has 
any family member from outside the household, any friend or neighbour given you any kind of help listed on 
this card? Responses are coded as 1= “yes” and 0= “no”. Respondents may indicate up to three helpers 
and specify the types of help received. Information of help providers is based on the following 
question:  Which family member from outside the household, friend or neighbour has helped you in the last 
twelve months? Responses are divided into three categories: “Own children”, “Other relatives 
(including partner)” and “Other non-relatives”. Types of help include personal care and practical 
household help (including paperwork). The first-mentioned helper by the respondents is defined as 
the key provider. 

In the Wave 8 SHARE Corona Survey (SC1), questions on professional and informal help from 
the regular SHARE waves are not included. Instead, we use the following question on informal help: 
Since the outbreak of Corona, were you helped by others from outside of home to obtain necessities, e.g. food, 
medications or emergency household repairs? (yes or no).  

Covariates  

To analyse help provision across different welfare contexts, we classify participating countries 
into four regional groups reflecting differences in the role of the family in providing care to older 
people who are no longer able to manage on their own. These groups are:  

(a)  North (Sweden, Finland and Denmark), with the Scandinavian welfare model, where the public 
institutions have the main responsibility and family mainly has a complementary role for 
provision of care to older people,  

(b)  South (Greece, Italy, Spain, Portugal and Cyprus), where the family has the main responsibility 
for care to older people,  

(c)  East (Poland, Czechia, Slovakia, Slovenia, Hungary, Croatia, Romania, Bulgaria, Lithuania, 
Latvia, Estonia) that includes post-communist countries where the family is the main provider 
of care to older people, but with large variations between the countries, and  

(d)  West (Germany, Austria, Switzerland, France, Belgium, the Netherlands) that includes Central 
and West European countries with rather diverse models for organising welfare and where the 
family hasan important complementary role to public, private and insurance-based institutions 
for care and support.  

Additional covariates include sociodemographic variables such as sex, age (70-79, 80-89, 90+) 
education, partnership status, and subjective health. Education is measured according to the 
International Standard Classification of Education Scale (ISCED-97), ranging from 0 (none/early 
childhood education) to 6 (doctoral or equivalent level). In this study, education is categorised into 
“low” (ISCED 0, 1, 3, 4) and “high” (ISCED 5, 6). Partner is coded as 1=living with a partner 0=not 
living with a partner). Subjective health is coded in wave 8 and 9 as 1= less than very good and 0= 
very good to excellent. In SC1 the respondents were asked about their health status before the 
outbreak of Corona and was coded 1=Good to excellent and 0= Fair or poor.  
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Analytical Strategy 

We first present descriptive statistics on the receipt of informal and professional help, the types 
of help provided and the help providers, broken down by accessibility of adult children and country 
groups. These descriptives provide an overview of patterns in help provision in wave 9.  

We then estimate logistic regression models to examine the likelihood of receiving informal and 
professional help among adults aged 70 and older. From these models, we calculate predicted 
probabilities, adjusted for sex, age, country group, education level, subjective health, and partnership 
status. Comparisons are made between older parents having their children far away, to those with 
children close or in the same household, and to individuals without children. Pairwise comparisons 
of predicted probabilities are computed to test for statistically significant differences between groups. 

Since the wording of help-related questions differs between the regular SHARE waves and the 
SC1, results on help provision during the pandemic cannot be directly compared with those from 
waves 8 and 9. However, in all three survey we compare differences in the receipt of help across the 
four child-availability groups. All results from the regular SHARE waves and the SC1 are weighted 
using calibrated individual cross-sectional weights (age, gender, and NUTS1 regions) unless stated 
otherwise. All analyses are conducted using Stata v19 (StataCorp, College Station, TX). 

Results  

Descriptive Findings 

The overall figures from wave 9 on the presence and proximity of adult children, reveal that 
70.3% of respondents, aged 70 and above live together with or close to their adult children, a physical 
nearness that facilitates frequent intergenerational help. However, many older people in the sample 
either do not have adult children (11.1%) or live far away from them (18.6%). We also found much 
higher proportions of older adults living together with their children in countries with a family-based 
welfare model: 22.8% in the South and 25.2% in the East, compared to only 3.3% in the North and 
7.8% in the West. By contrast, the share of older adults living far away from their children is much 
higher in the North (29.3%) and the West (25.7%) than in the South (7.6%) and the East (16.2%), with 
an overall sample average of 18.6%. In addition, the percentage without children varies considerably, 
from 13.4% in the South to 7.1% in the East, while among those with children living nearby, 
differences between country groups are relatively small. Altogether, these findings reveal a diverse 
pattern of accessibility to adult children, shaping the physical opportunity structure for 
intergenerational relations and help across European countries. 

Table 1. Presence and proximity to adult children, by country groups. Wave 9. 

 Children far away >25km No children Children close <25 km In same household 

North  29.3% 8.3% 59.1% 3.3% 

West 25.7% 11.8% 54.7% 7.8% 

South 7.6% 13.4% 56.2% 22.8% 

East 16.2% 7.1% 51.6% 25.2% 

Total 18.6% 11.1% 54.8%% 15.5% 

The percentage of the overall sample aged 70 and above who received help from outside the 
household was 29.6% in wave 9 of SHARE, (see Table 2).  Many older people in Europe are clearly 
dependent on help from persons outside the household, but a majority seem to manage on their own 
or with support from household members, such as a co-residing children or a partner. However, the 
data do not reveal how many are in fact in need of care and must struggle on their own, for example 
due to the absence of a proximate family network.  
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Furthermore, we found that 27,3% of those without children received informal help from outside 
the household, and the figures for parents with children living far away were very similar (26,6%) 
(Table 2). Expectedly, the percentage of older people receiving help from people outside the 
household was higher for parents with children living close (34.5%), and lower for those living in the 
same household as an adult child (19.4%).  

Table 2. Percentage of persons over age 70 who received informal and professional informal help from someone 
outside the household, by availability of adult children, no children, children far away, children close and 
children in the same household. SHARE wave 9. 

 Informal help Professional help 

No children 27.3% 21.4% 

Children far away 26.6% 18.0% 

Children close 34.5% 20.0% 

In same household 19.4% 11.9% 

Total 29.6% 18.3% 

Similar figures on receiving professional help (Table 2) show the highest percentage among 
those without children (21.4%), followed by parents with children living nearby (20.0%) and those 
with children living far away (18.0%). As expected, professional help for older people living with 
children in the same household is less common (11.9%). The figures for receiving both professional 
and informal help from outside the household were somewhat higher in wave 9 than in wave 8. 
However, this difference was not observed in the predicted probabilities, where we controlled for 
age and various other covariates (see below). 

Figures on help providers (Table 3) highlight the importance of adult children for the provision 
of help from outside the household. We found that two-thirds of the parents with children living 
close have an adult child as their key provider, compared to only about one-third of parents whose 
children live far away (Table 3). In the latter group, key providers were mainly among non-relatives 
(48.2%). Similarly, among people without children, non-relatives were the main providers for many 
(55.6%). Obviously, friends and neighbours play a key role in supporting those who do not have 
adult children or whose children live far away. In line with previous findings (Fihel et al 2022), we 
noted a much higher percentage among people without children (44.4%) who reported other relatives 
as their key provider. This suggests that siblings, nieces and other relatives play an important role 
for older people who do not have children, but a much smaller role for those whose children live far 
away (17.4%).  

Table 3. Key providers of informal help from someone outside the household, by availability of adult children, 
no children, children far away, children close and children in the same household. SHARE wave 9. 

 Own child Other relatives Others 

No children - 44.4% 55.6% 

Children far away 34.3% 17.4% 48.2% 

Children close 67.7% 14.8% 17.5% 

In same household 68.9% 15.1% 16.1% 

Total 55.4% 18.3% 26.3%  

In figures on key providers, we did not find any major differences across country groups (Table 
4). To some extent, however, the figures reflect the role of families in countries with different welfare 
models. We found the highest percentages of help from non-relatives in the West (33.5%) and the 
North (29.0%), and the lowest in the East (18.6%) and the South (19.8%). Conversely, the highest 
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percentage of help from a child was observed in the South (64.6%) and the lowest in the West (47.9%), 
where support from non-relatives plays a more important role than in other country groups.  

Table 4. Key providers of informal help percentage of own children, other relatives and others by country group. 
SHARE wave 9. 

 Own child Other relatives Others 

North 51.1% 19.9% 29.0% 

West 47.9% 18.6% 33.5% 

South 64.6% 15.5% 19.8% 

East 62.5% 18.9% 18.6% 

Total 55.4% 18.3% 26.3% 

When examining differences by kind of help, we found that only 18.9 % of the overall sample in 
wave 9 received personal care, with the lowest percentage among parents whose children live far 
away (10.9%) and highest among those with children in the same household (32.3%) (Table 5). At the 
same time, almost all respondents who received help also (or only) received domestic help (98.0%). 
The figures show that distance matters for the provision of more intimate personal help. 

Table 5. Percentage of persons over age 70 who received personal and domestic help from someone outside the 
household, by availability of adult children, no children, children far away, children close and children in the 
same household. SHARE wave 9. 

 Personal help  Domestic help  

No children 18.3% 98.4% 

Children far away 10.9% 98.1% 

Children close 19.2% 98.0% 

In same household  32.3% 97.6% 

Total 18.9% 98.0% 

Logistic Regressions 

In the logistic regression analyses based on SHARE Wave 8 and Wave 9 data, we found a 
significantly higher likelihood of receiving informal help among women, older individuals, those 
without a partner, and respondents reporting less than very good health. Additionally, the 
probability of receiving informal help from someone outside the household was lower in Southern 
and Eastern European countries compared to Northern Europe. For Wave 8, no significant differences 
were observed for Western European countries (see Table A1). 

When comparing groups based on the availability of children, we used “children living close” 
as the reference category. In Wave 9, we found significant negative associations between receiving 
informal help from outside the household and having children living far away (−0.399), having no 
children (−0.475), and living with children in the same household (−0.684). Predicted probabilities, 
illustrated in Figure 1, confirm these findings. The highest probability of receiving informal help was 
observed among parents with children living nearby, followed by those with children living far away, 
then those without children, and the lowest probability was found among those co-residing with 
adult children. 

To further examine the differences between these groups, we conducted pairwise comparisons 
(Table 6). The results showed a significantly higher probability of receiving informal help for parents 
with children living close compared to all other groups: those with children living far away, those 
co-residing with children, and those without children. We also found a significantly higher 
probability for the group with children living far away compared to those living in the same 
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household. However, the differences between the group without children and the groups with 
children far away or co-residing were not statistically significant. 

When comparing regression results and predicted probabilities between Wave 8 and Wave 9, 
we observed only minor differences in the associations between receiving informal help and the 
independent variables. Notably, in Wave 8, the difference between individuals with children living 
far away and those without children was not statistically significant. Taken together, these findings 
suggest that the overall patterns of informal help provision remained relatively stable before and 
after the pandemic, with only marginal changes observed. 

 
Figure 1. Predicted probabilities to receive informal help from outside the household wave 8 and 9. Adjusted for 
sex, age, country group, education level, subjective health, and partnership status. 

Table 6. Pairwise comparisons wave 8 and 9. Adjusted for sex, age, country group, education level, subjective 
health, and partnership status. . 

  Wave 8  Wave 9  

   Contrast  95% CI  Contrast  95% CI  

Same HH vs no children  -.0490005  -.0934215  -.0045795  -.0340006  -.0726524  .0046512  

Far away vs no children  .0297757  -.014008  .0735594  .0131397  -.0230331  .0493126  

Close vs no children  .0620167  .0229719  .1010615  .0883937  .056336  .1204514  

Far away vs same HH  .0787762  .0422  .1153524  .0471403  .013963  .0803177  

Close vs same HH  .1110172  .0810804  .1409541  .1223943  .0943761  .1504125  

Close vs far away  .0322411  .0036949  .0607872  .075254  .050681  .0998269  

When analysing the probability of receiving professional help (see Table A2), we observed some 
differences compared to the patterns found for informal help. As with informal support, women, 
older individuals, those without a partner, and those reporting less than good health were more likely 
to receive professional assistance. However, in contrast to informal help, older adults with higher 
education were significantly more likely to receive professional help in Wave 9, a pattern not 
observed in Wave 8. Compared to Northern Europe, the likelihood of receiving professional help was 
lower in Eastern Europe but higher in Western Europe, while no significant difference was found for 
Southern Europe. 

When comparing groups based on child availability, the results were somewhat contradictory. 
In Wave 8, older parents co-residing with adult children were least likely to receive professional help 
from outside the household, but no significant differences were found between those without 
children, those with children living far away, and those with children living nearby. In Wave 9, 
however, we found a significantly lower probability of receiving professional help among those 
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without children and those with children living far away, compared to parents with children living 
close. 

We also examined the likelihood of receiving help from outside the household for tasks such as 
obtaining food, medications, or emergency household repairs since the outbreak of COVID-19 (see 
Table A3). As in previous analyses, women, older individuals, those without a partner, and those in 
poorer health were more likely to receive such support. Regarding country groups we find that older 
adults in Southern Europe were significantly less likely to receive informal help from outside the 
household compared to those in Northern Europe, while no significant differences were observed 
between Western and Eastern Europe relative to the North. 

Predicted probabilities (Figure 2) further illustrate these findings. As expected, older individuals 
with children living nearby had a significantly higher probability of receiving informal help during 
the pandemic compared to other groups. However, the difference between parents with children 
living far away and individuals without children was not statistically significant. 

 
Figure 2. Predicted probabilities to receive informal help from others outside the home during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Adjusted for sex, age, country group, education level, subjective health, and partnership status. 

Overall, our comparison of informal help provision before, during, and after the pandemic 
reveals only minor differences. The results suggest that the dramatic experience of the COVID-19 
pandemic did not substantially alter the well-established patterns of informal support to older adults. 
This may seem surprising, given the substantial increase in informal help from individuals outside 
the household during the pandemic. However, it is important to note that the survey item measuring 
“informal help” during the pandemic was based on a slightly different question, which may partly 
explain the observed increase. 

In summary, our findings align with previous research in showing that older individuals in 
Europe without children, as well as those with adult children living far away, are less likely to receive 
both informal and professional help from outside the household compared to older parents with 
children living nearby. This is expected, given that adult children are key providers of informal 
support and proximity facilitates care. Importantly, our results underscore that not only childless 
older adults, but also those with distant children, constitute vulnerable groups in terms of access to 
care and support. 

Discussion and Conclusions  

In this study, we used data from the most recent waves of SHARE, covering 26 European 
countries, to examine the provision of help to individuals aged 70 and above. Consistent with 
findings from earlier SHARE waves (e.g., Hank, 2007; Fihel et al., 2022), we found that adult children 
continue to play a central role in supporting older parents. This presents a challenge for the growing 
number of older individuals who either do not have children or whose children live far away. Our 
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results also reveal substantial variation across country groups in the proportion of parents with 
children living at a distance. A key aim of this study was to investigate how help is provided to older 
adults without proximate children, and we emphasize the importance of distinguishing between 
those without children and those with children living far away. 

The absence of adult children may pose a more serious problem in countries where public care 
provision is limited. Conversely, the proportion of older adults with children living far away is 
notably higher in countries with more developed public and private care systems. Clearly, the 
consequences of lacking nearby family depend on how welfare is organized and how care models 
evolve—whether toward de-familization or re-familization—and whether dependency on adult 
children increases. Recognizing the situation of older adults without children or with distant children 
is therefore crucial in policy discussions on elder care. 

Proximity between older parents and adult children is shaped by migration patterns—both 
among younger generations moving for work or education, and older generations relocating post-
retirement. Migration trends will inevitably influence the availability of informal support, and a key 
question for future research is whether these trends are leading to convergence or divergence in 
intergenerational distances across Europe, and how this affects care provision. 

Our analysis focused on the extent and sources of informal help received by older adults from 
outside the household. As expected, the likelihood of receiving such help was lower among those co-
residing with adult children and in countries with family-based welfare models. We conclude that 
intra-household family support remains essential in Southern and Eastern Europe, while in Northern 
and Western Europe, families play a vital role in providing informal help from outside the household 
- a role that may be challenged by increasing intergenerational distances. 

While older parents with children living nearby were most likely to receive informal help, we 
were struck by the finding that older individuals without children received help at nearly the same 
rate as those with children living far away. One possible explanation is that childless older adults 
may have long-established informal networks of neighbours, friends and other relatives while those 
with distant children may be perceived as having family support, even if it is not readily available. 
This is supported by data showing a higher proportion of help from other relatives among childless 
individuals compared to those with children living far away. Additionally, older adults without 
children were less likely to co-reside with a partner, increasing their need for external support. This 
highlights the importance of further research into the role of partners in care provision, in relation to 
support from children. 

We also compared findings from three cross-sectional surveys—SHARE Wave 8, the SHARE 
Corona Survey, and Wave 9. Our analyses revealed only minor differences in the association between 
access to adult children and the likelihood of receiving informal or professional help before and after 
the pandemic. This suggests that, despite the dramatic circumstances of the pandemic and the 
emergence of new support mechanisms, the long-term impact on informal help provision was 
limited, and patterns largely returned to pre-pandemic status quo. 

However, we acknowledge limitations in our analysis, particularly the lack of consideration for 
the spread of the pandemic and the stringency of country-specific restrictions. Our findings are based 
solely on data from the first wave of the pandemic. Future research could benefit from incorporating 
data from the second SHARE Corona Survey and examining the impact of restriction severity on help 
provision. 

Further research should also explore the amount of help received, the contribution of multiple 
providers, and the combined effect of professional and informal support. Investigating differences 
across countries, genders, urban versus rural settings, and socioeconomic groups would enrich the 
understanding of help provision and offer sensitivity tests for varying intergenerational distances. 
While this study relied on cross-sectional data, future research could adopt longitudinal methods to 
better assess the long-term consequences of the pandemic on support for older adults without 
proximate children. 
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To conclude, we emphasize the challenges faced by older individuals without adult children 
living nearby. While many older adults manage independently, those in need of care and support 
may find themselves struggling due to limited access to both informal and professional help. 
Recognizing and addressing the needs of these vulnerable groups is essential for developing 
inclusive and responsive elder care policies across Europe. 
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Appendix  

Table A1. Logistic regressions. Receiving informal help, wave 8 and 9. 

  Wave 8  Wave 9  

Sex (ref.= Male)        

Female  0.259***  0.270***  

      

Age group (ref.= 70-79 yrs)      

80-89 yrs  0.632***  0.560***  

90+ yrs  1.157***  1.015***  

      

Education level (ref.= Low educated)      

Highly educated  -0.082  -0.006  

      

Welfare system (ref. = North)      

West  -0.073  -0.154**  

South  -0.998***  -0.911***  

East  -0.386***  -0.558***  

      

Subjective health (ref.= Very good to excellent)      

Less than very good  0.478***  0.626***  
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Partnership status (ref.= No partner)      

Partner in HH  -0.848***  -0.756***  

      

Child accessibility (ref.= Child close)      

No children  -0.362***  -0.475***  

In same HH  -0.696***  -0.684***  

Children far away  -0.182**  -0.399***  

      

Constant  -0.984***  -0.952***  

N  15,414  23,326  

Log Pseudo-Likelihood   -20654838  -27106508  

Pseudo R2  0.0978  0.0904  

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1       

Table A2. Logistic regressions. Receiving professional help, wave 8 and 9. 

  Wave 8  Wave 9  

Sex (ref.= Male)        

Female  0.514***  0.322***  

      

Age group (ref.= 70-79 yrs)      

80-89 yrs  0.792***  0.910***  

90+ yrs  2.138***  2.017***  

      

Education level (ref.= Low educated)      

Highly educated  0.159  0.242***  

      

Welfare system (ref. = North)      

West  0.443***  0.335***  

South  -0.004  -0.053  

East  -0.936***  -1.086***  

      

Subjective health (ref.= Very good to excellent)      

Less than very good  0.941***  0.897***  

      

Partnership status (ref.= No partner)      

Partner in HH  -0.524***  -0.517***  

      

Child accessibility (ref.= Child close)      

No children  0.130  -0.451***  

In same HH  -0.584***  -0.074  

Children far away  -0.123  -2.913***  
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Constant  -3.270***    

N  15,311  23,060  

Log Pseudo-Likelihood   -13748246  -19872336  

Pseudo R2  0.129  0.128  

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1       

Table A3. Logistic regressions. Receiving informal help during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

  COVID-19  

Sex (ref.= Male)     

Female  0.635***  

    

Age group (ref.= 70-79 yrs)    

80-89 yrs  0.660***  

90+ yrs  1.384***  

    

Education level (ref.= Low educated)    

Highly educated  -0.142*  

    

Welfare system (ref. = North)    

West  0.031  

South  -0.443***  

East  -0.110  

    

Subjective health (ref.= Very good to excellent)    

Good to excellent  -0.611***  

    

Partnership status (ref.= No partner)    

Partner in HH  -0.316***  

    

Child accessibility (ref.= Child close)    

No children  -0.712***  

In same HH  -0.903***  

Children far away  -0.471***  

    

Constant  -0.156  

N  13,761  

Log Pseudo-Likelihood   -30224351  

Pseudo R2  0.102  

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1    
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