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Aging without progeny:  
who will care for childless elders? 
By Rob Tufel

According to a June 2011 MetLife study of caregivers, nearly 10 million adult children older 
than age 50 are caring for their parents, with approximately 25 percent also providing finan-
cial assistance (http://goo.gl/Jo8KH). 

While such statistics highlight the vital role adult children play in caring for older adults, they 
are also significant in what they don’t show. Namely, who cares for older adults who don’t have 
children? This group, representing an estimated 20 percent of the adult population older than 65, 
will account for approximately 14 million people by the year 2030, according to a 2005 Census 
Bureau report (http://goo.gl/IP0s3).

And in certain communities, the percentage of older adults without children may be higher. 
Estimates suggest that lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) older adults are three to four 
times more likely to have no children than their heterosexual counterparts, according to the 
MetLife study.

How Society Views Childless Elders 
In anticipation of the coming age wave, how will people developing programs and making policy 
address the health, financial and legal needs of childless older adults? An important first step is to 
better understand societal attitudes toward adults who are not parents. These attitudes vary from 
negative to indifferent and are affected by culture, religion and gender. Even the word childless 
carries a negative connotation. 

Such attitudes are reflected in the comments to an article in Psychology Today (http://goo.gl/
ejZVD) written by Ellen Walker, Ph.D., author of Complete Without Kids (Austin, TX: Greenleaf 
Book Groups, 2011): “Some of them look at me sideways as though they think I must have done 
something terribly wrong as a mother to have raised kids who don’t want kids,” and “I’m childfree 
by choice. I’ve heard it all, claims that I’m selfish, that I’ll change my mind, that I hate children, 
that I have a hole in my life, etc.” 

Others have suggested “childfree,” or “childless by choice,” as options for counteracting nega-
tive associations. The term “adults without children” provides a relatively bias-free way of refer-
ring to this cohort. 

Unfortunately societal attitudes are even reflected in the professional literature used to train 
social service and health professionals. In Social Gerontology by Nancy Hooyman and H. Asuman 
Kiyak (Upper Saddle River, N.J.: Pearson, 2010), which is used at a major school of social work, 
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adults without children receive scant attention, but when they are mentioned, the textbook makes 
a point of stating that “childless older adults are not necessarily lonely, unhappy or dissatisfied” 
(emphasis added). 

A more responsive approach to training programs might include research studies, such as one 
done in 2010 by Chang et al., and published in Aging & Mental Health (14:6, 2010, doi: 10.1080/ 
13607860903586151), that showed parental status didn’t impact one’s psychological well-being, or 
another published on YaleGlobal online showing how women without children have higher levels 
of education (http://goo.gl/HaePI).

 
Program and Services for Elders without Children
Increasing our understanding of adults without children is important only if it translates into pro-
grams and services that address their care needs. 

Programs targeting adults without children could target the “young-old,” who don’t yet require 
daily task assistance but need to plan for a future when they might. At the agency where I work, we 
offer educational workshops for adults without children that address long-range planning that 
focuses on specific needs, such as naming agents for healthcare and finance; the roles of fiducia-
ries, eldercare lawyers and care managers; long-term-care insurance; and asset distribution 
when there are no obvious heirs. 

Services for adults without children will also need to be developed in the legal, housing and 
community arenas. In some cases, this is already happening. Boston eldercare attorney Steven 
Cohen developed a “care committee document,” geared toward people without kids. It identifies 
which people will help make decisions for someone when they are no longer competent. This isn’t 
a legal document, but rather a concrete way of providing a well-rounded overview of who will do 
what to support aging adults without children. 

Housing programs that aim to bring together aging adults to support each other, usually with an 
eye toward ensuring any needed aging services are easily accessible, are important to supporting el-
ders without children. Co-housing (www.cohousing.org/directory), intergenerational programs and 
“Village” communities are all appropriate models for older adults without children and will need to 
be expanded to meet this growing population. 

Expansion of Medicare to cover existing care management programs, non-medical homecare or 
PACE-like programs would also benefit older adults without children, although it is unlikely that 
such coverage expansion would happen without concerted advocacy. That is unfortunate because 
research published in Family Ties & Aging shows that adults without children use nursing homes 
more than their peers with children (Thousand Oaks, Calif: SAGE Publications, 2009), and this 
type of Medicare coverage could help avoid expensive institutional care.

As baby boomers age, those without children will need to use existing models of care and 
develop new ones to replace the support adult children have traditionally provided. All of us 
want to live engaged and dignified lives in safe environments. For people without children, who 
represent a significant proportion of the older adult population, the challenge will be to make 
sure their needs are addressed in any new aging services and policies. n
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