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Parents’ care needs rarely bring adult children closer to home

Authors: Daniel Barczyk, Daniil Kashkarov, Matthias Kredler and Fan Yang

How far adult children live from their parents is one of the main factors shaping whether they can
provide care. This raises two policy questions. Could more generous formal long-term care allow young
adults to move farther away for education and jobs? And, conversely, if children move farther away from
their parents for reasons unrelated to care policy, how much informal care is lost, and how much
additional pressure does this place on formal-care systems?

Key takeaways for policymakers

e People mostly move away from their parents in their 20s. By around age 30, roughly one in three
adult children live at least 25 km away from their parents. This share changes little after that.

e Greater distance between parents and their adult children reduces informal care provision.
Concretely, a 10 percentage-pointincrease in the share of children living more than 25 km away
from their parents is associated with a reduction in the amount of informal care they provide.
Other children living nearby can partly make up for this loss.

e Making formal care more expensive does not make adult children move closer or further away
from them. A 20% increase in the cost of formal care leads to more informal care provision but
has virtually no effect on where children live or on their labour productivity.

e Policies affecting where young adults live may also shape future caregiving. Childcare
provision, housing costs and local job opportunities can influence where young adults live
relative to their parents, and may therefore indirectly affect whether children are available to
provide informal care later in life.

Most children’s location decisions are made in their 20s

SHARE data shows a clear pattern over the life course. The share of adult children living at least 25 km
from their parents rises from around 20% in the early 20s to about one-third by age 30. It then remains
broadly stable. We do observe some mobility later in life, but there is no systematic tendency for adult
children to move back closer to their parents as they age (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Distance between adult children and parents by child’s age. Source: Authors' own calculations using
SHARE data. Note: Each point in the figure reports the share of children of a given age living at least 25 km away
from their parents, with 95% confidence intervals. For families with multiple children, we measure distance using
the oldest child.

A similar picture emerges when parents need more care later in life. A parent becoming disabled is
associated with an increase of at most 3 percentage-point (pp) in co-residence with adult children.
There is also no systematic evidence that children move closer to their parents either. Among children
who live with their parents and provide particularly intensive care, more than 70% had already been
living together for over ten years. In other words, children who provide intensive care are usually already
living close to their parents long before care needs arise.

Long-term-care policy barely changes mobility

To understand the policy implications, we consider the trade-off children face between where they live
and their potential care responsibilities later on. Moving farther away can bring better education and
job opportunities, but it also makes future informal caregiving more costly. The key question is whether
these future care responsibilities are strong enough to influence where children choose to live.

We first look at what happens when formal care becomes 20% more expensive. The result is strikingly
small: across France, Germany, Italy and Sweden, the share of children living more than 25 km away
from their parents falls by at most 0.11 pp, while the effect on labour productivity is effectively zero.
The higher cost does shift care from formal to informal care provision, but it barely changes where
children live.

Status e Qhange " Change in share |Change in labour
Country |informal care informal care .
>25 km productivity
share share
France 28.6% +2.07 pp -0.04 pp 0.00%
Germany [27.2% +9.90 pp -0.06 pp 0.00%
Italy 70.8% +3.16 pp -0.11 pp 0.00%
Sweden |8.7% +2.56 pp -0.02 pp 0.00%

Table 1: Estimated changes to informal care share, distance to parents and labour productivity following a 20%
increase in formal care costs. Source: Authors' own calculations based on model results. Note: Informal care
share is the status-quo share of older people without a co-residing partner who have medium to severe
disabilities and primarily receive informal care.
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The reason is timing. Most location decisions are made in the 20s, when the possibility of caring for an
older parent is still far in the future. The benefits of moving — better education, jobs or other
opportunities — are immediate and relatively certain, while the costs of future caregiving are distant
and uncertain: only some children will eventually provide care, and not every parent will need intensive
care.

But when children live farther away, informal care falls

The reverse link turns out to be more decisive. To isolate the effect of distance itself, we simulate a 10
pp increase in the share of children living more than 25 km from their parents, caused by lower mobility
costs that are unrelated to LTC. Greater distance increases children’s productivity, but it also makes
informal care harder to provide.

h i . .
Status quo . Change in Change in share | Change in labour
Country |, informal care ..
informal care share >25 km productivity
share
France 28.6% -0.40 pp +10.00 pp +0.37%
Germany 27.2% -2.78 pp +10.00 pp +0.41%
Italy 70.8% -2.46 pp +10.00 pp +0.29%
Sweden 8.7% -0.81 pp +10.00 pp +0.36%

Table 2: Effect of children moving farther away when the share of children living more than 25 km from their
parents rises by 10 pp. Source: Authors' own calculations based on model results.

The decline in informal care ranges from 0.40 pp in France to 2.78 pp in Germany. The effect is less
than one-for-one because families can adjust: when one child moves away, another child who remains
nearby may take over some of the care. This substitution within the family dampens the loss of informal
care.

The family still matters

Our results do not imply that family considerations are unimportant when young adults choose where
to live. Children may stay closer to their parents because they value help with their own children,
regular contact or rely on other forms of family support. By midlife, moving becomes harder as people
put down roots through partnerships, children, homes and social networks. This suggests that LTC
policy is unlikely to strongly reshape mobility earlier in life. Policies affecting where young adults live,
such as childcare provision, could have an important impact on how far adult children eventually live
from their parents. By influencing where young adults settle, they could also affect how many children
will remain available to provide informal care later in life.
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