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When an older parent needs substantial care and no spouse is available to help, daughters are much 
more likely than sons to step in. Across Europe, daughters make up two-thirds of primary child 
caregivers, and in countries with less generous long-term-care systems, that share rises to three-
quarters. This gap cannot be explained simply by where sons and daughters live, or by differences in 
their earnings. So why are daughters still the ones most likely to step in?  
 
 
Key takeaways for policymakers: 

• Daughters account for about 67% of primary child caregivers to older parents without a 
spouse. In countries with low-generosity long-term care systems, this figure rises to 75%. 

• This is not because daughters live closer. Daughters and sons are almost equally likely to live 
within 25 km of their parents, and sons are even more likely to co-reside with them. 

• Economic factors, especially potential earnings, matter, but they do not explain the whole 
gap. 

• Our model suggests that daughters face substantially lower non-monetary caregiving costs 
than otherwise similar sons. These costs may reflect closer relationships with parents, a 
greater willingness to provide care, or social norms. 

 
The evidence is clear: daughters do most of the caregiving 
Table 1 brings together three main pieces of evidence on the gender gap in family caregiving. Panel 
A shows who becomes the primary child caregiver. Panel B compares how close daughters and sons 
live to their parents. Panel C asks who becomes the caregiver when both a daughter and a son are 
available within the same distance band. 
 
Daughters are the majority of primary child caregivers in all three long-term-care generosity groups. 
The daughter share is particularly high in low-generosity countries, where families rely more heavily 
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on informal care from their children. In those countries, daughters account for 75.0% of primary child 
caregivers. 
 
 

 Daughters Sons 

 Panel A: Who are the primary child caregivers? 

Overall 67.1% 32.9% 

High-generosity countries 60.7% 39.3% 

Middle-generosity countries 58.2% 41.8% 

Low-generosity countries 75.0% 25.0% 

Panel B: Do daughters live closer to their parents? 
Share living within 25 km of 
parent 65.1% 65.9% 

Share co-residing with parent 11.5% 15.9% 

Panel C: If both daughter and son are available, who becomes caregiver? 

Both co-resident with parent 76.4% 23.6% 

Both live 0-5 km away 77.3% 22.7% 

Both live 5-25 km away 59.0% 41.0% 

Both live 25+ km away 63.0% 37.0% 

Table 1: Gender composition of primary child caregivers, proximity to parents, and within-family care choices. 
Source: Authors' own calculations. 
 
Note: Panel A reports on the gender of primary caregivers among families with an adult child caregiver, overall 
and by long-term-care generosity group. Panel B shows the share of daughters and sons living near or with a 
parent, regardless of whether they provide care. Panel C shows which child becomes the caregiver when at 
least one daughter and one son are available within the specified distance. Country-level estimates are 
omitted due to small samples. 
 
It is not simply a question of distance 

A plausible explanation for the predominance of daughters among caregivers is that they live closer 
to their ageing parents. Lower travel costs and easier day-to-day coordination could then help 
explain why they provide more care. But this is not what we find. In the wider SHARE sample, 
daughters and sons are almost equally likely to live within 25 km of their parents: 65.1% of daughters 
do so, compared with 65.9% of sons. In fact, sons are more likely to co-reside with parents: 15.9% 
of sons compared with 11.5% of daughters. Even within caregiving families, distance does not 
explain who becomes the caregiver. When a daughter and a son are both available within the same 
distance band, daughters are still much more likely to become the caregiver. 

 
So why are daughters more likely to provide care? 
Clearly, economic factors matter. Daughters in our sample tend to have lower potential earnings 
than sons, which reduces the cost of stepping in. But this is not the whole story. Even after 
accounting for earnings potential, partner status, birth order, and family structure, daughters remain 
much more likely than sons to become the primary caregiver. Our model attributes this remaining 
gap to lower non-monetary caregiving costs for daughters. These may reflect closer family 
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relationships, a greater willingness to provide care, or social norms. In the model, the size of that 
difference is roughly equivalent to €5,000 per year relative to otherwise similar sons. 

 
Why this matters for policy 
Who provides care matters because caring for ageing parents affects work, earnings, and retirement 
security. Our findings suggest that the predominance of women among family caregivers cannot be 
explained by economic factors alone. Improving long-term care systems may therefore affect not 
only how much formal care is used, but also how care is distributed within families. 

The next question is whether policy can actively change that distribution. That is the question we 
address in our next digest. 
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