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Abstract
The Great Recession has amplified the increase in socioeconomic instability and
inequality in the United States. While much work has been conducted on retirement income and
assets, not much work has been undertaken on seniors moving in with their adult children and
grandchildren, possibly to save on housing costs. Utilizing Survey of Income and Program
Participation (SIPP) 1996, 2001, 2004, and 2008 data for seniors 65 and older, we conducted
descriptive statistics and three types of models. First, we used discrete-time event history
modeling to analyze the effect of changes in retirement income, assets, debt, and social welfare
program participation between the current and previous interview on the propensity of moving
into a multigenerational household, controlling for other factors. Then, we used logistic and
linear regression to understand the effect of living in a multigenerational household on changes
in seniors’ retirement income, assets, debt, and program participation, controlling for other
factors. We also expanded our analyses to control for household type, i.e., a senior moving in
with adult children or grandchildren or vice versa, and for time, i.e., whether the recession
impacts our results.

The paper found that:
•

Experiencing economic distress increased the odds that a senior would move into a
multigenerational household over the previous year or previous four months.

•

Seniors living in multigenerational households were more economically disadvantaged
than seniors not living in multigenerational households.

•

Seniors living in multigenerational households were more likely to enroll in a social
welfare program over the past four months than seniors not living in multigenerational
households.

•

The relationships between seniors’ multigenerational household formation and economic
outcomes did not change much during the recession.

The policy implications of the findings are:
•

Living in a multigenerational household may have a potentially destabilizing effect on
seniors’ economic well-being.

•

Policymakers may want to target financial education and counseling to seniors living in
multigenerational households.

1. Introduction
Economic inequality has grown in the wake of the recent Great Recession. Much of the
focus has centered on economic divides among racial and ethnic groups and between younger
and older generations (Dunifon, Ziol-Guest, and Kopko, 2014; Elliott, Young, and Dye, 2011;
Kochhar, Fry, and Rohal 2015; Mykyta and Maccartney, 2011). However, seniors, defined as
people age 65 and older, were also hard hit (Hayutin 2012; Thayer 2007; Lusardi and Mitchell
2013; Butrica 2013). When the stock market bottomed out in the first quarter of 2009, retirement
accounts had lost about $2.7 trillion, i.e., 31 percent, and IRA accounts had declined 37 percent
from their peak 2007 value (Butrica 2013). The unemployment rate among senior workers
reached 7 percent by July 2009, which was highest since the end of the Great Depression
(Firman et al. 2009).
Living arrangements influence the well-being of seniors and their family and shape their
reliance on formal and informal social support networks (Wilmoth, 2001). Seniors have diverse
living situations, responsibilities, and needs. We do not have a clear understanding of how
seniors’ household types may affect their economic outcomes. Most seniors live alone or with
their spouse or partner; a small proportion live in institutional settings, such as in assisted living
facilities, or nursing homes. Yet, a growing proportion of seniors live with other adults (who
may be their relatives) in multigenerational households (Kamo, 2000).
Our research focuses on understanding the economic benefits and burdens of
multigenerational households for seniors. Multigenerational households have two or more
related adults from different generations under one roof. Multigenerational households may be
formed by parents moving in with their adult children or grandchildren or adult children or
grandchildren moving in with their parents or grandparents (Aquilino, 1990; Takagi and
Silverstein, 2011). Multigenerational living differs from coresidence, when two or more related
adults live in two or more households under one roof, which is somewhat common in Germany,
Austria, and Switzerland (Isengard and Szydlik, 2012). 1
In the 19th and early 20th century seniors commonly lived in multigenerational households
to make ends meet after retirement or the death of a spouse (Billings and Blee, 1990; Elman and
Uhlenberg, 1995; Ruggles 2007). It was not feasible for many to live alone until the advent of
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Intergenerational co-residence is different from intergenerational solidarity. Not co-residing does not necessarily
indicate the weakening of ties (Grundy, 2005).

Social Security in 1935 (see Ruggles (2003) for an alternative opinion). However, following the
postwar period, the incidence of living in a multigenerational household among seniors declined,
as seniors and their adult children and grandchildren became more economically independent
and housing types such as accessory dwelling units (ADUs) or guest homes enabling multiple
generations to live in a single-family home on one lot were outlawed (Billings and Blee, 1990;
Ruggles 2007; Liebig et al. 2006).
Over the past two or three decades the multigenerational household has made a
comeback, as seen from the increase in the number of ADUs, second units, granny flats,
guesthouses, backyard cottages, secondary living quarters, accessory cottages, or echo homes
(Aquilino, 1990; Choi, 1997; Goldscheider and Bures, 2003; Goldscheider and Lawton, 1998;
Grundy, 2000; Isengard and Szydlik, 2012; Kamo, 2000; Macunovich et al., 1995; Pfeiffer,
2015; Ruggles, 2003). Currently, about one in six Americans lives in a multigenerational
household with at least two adults over age 25 under one roof—the highest rate since 1950, when
about one in four Americans lived in a multigenerational household (Taylor et al. 2011; see also
Kamo 2000). Seniors are more likely than people of all age groups to live multigenerationally
(20 percent compared to 16 percent) (Taylor et al. 2011). In turn, the proportion of seniors living
multigenerationally has increased by three percentage points since 1990 (Harrell et al. 2011; see
also Kamo 2000). Seniors may live in multigenerational households as household heads,
meaning their adult children or grandchildren moved in with them (also called downward
household extension (Kamo 2000)), or not as household heads, meaning they moved in with their
adult children or grandchildren (also called upward household extension (Kamo 2000)). 2
We do not have a clear understanding of why living in multigenerational households has
become more common among seniors, and how living in different household types has affected
seniors’ livelihood, particularly during the recent Great Recession (Dunifon, Ziol-Guest, and
Kopko, 2014; Elliott, Young, and Dye, 2011; Mykyta and Maccartney, 2011, 2011). 3
Multigenerational households may offer economic benefits to seniors if they allow for resource
sharing, including lower cost housing per head (Billings and Blee, 1990; Cohen and Casper,
2002; Dunifon, Ziol-Guest, and Kopko, 2014; Mutchler and Burr, 1991; Van Hook and Glick,
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Horizontal household extension occurs when members of the same generation, for example siblings, share a
household (Kamo 2000).
3
See Waehrer and Crystal who focus on the impact of coresidence on economic well-being of elderly widows as an
exception (1995).
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2007). However, multigenerational households may also impose economic costs on seniors if
relatives do not contribute their fair share to household expenses, called the “burden of
dependency” by some (Billings and Blee, 1990, p. 80). Multigenerational households may be
established based on the need of one or more parties, showing a possibly complex interplay of
exchanges, but also based on altruistic motives (Choi, 2003; Elman and Uhlenberg, 1995;
Isengard and Szydlik, 2012; Kok and Mandemakers, 2010; Mutchler, 1992; Mutchler and Baker,
2009; Mutchler and Burr, 1991, 2003; Pilkauskas, 2012; Smits et al., 2010; Zimmer and Dayton,
2005).
Interestingly, little is known about the relationship between seniors’ retirement funds and
reliance on social welfare support and their multigenerational household formation and
residency. In turn, we do not have a clear understanding of how different types of
multigenerational households, i.e., whether the senior is a household head or not, may affect their
economic outcomes.
Our research helps to answer these questions using about 17 years of data from the 1996
to 2008 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) – a nationally
representative, longitudinal sample that widely reports information on economic well-being. We
assessed the factors contributing to seniors living in multigenerational households and the
associations between seniors’ household types and economic outcomes. We used a combination
of descriptive statistics and econometric modeling. Of particular interest was whether the Great
Recession period exhibited distinct trends.
The report is structured as follows. First, we address expectations for the determinants of
seniors forming multigenerational households and how living in a multigenerational household
may affect seniors’ economic well-being. Next, we introduce the SIPP and discuss the research
methodology. The bulk of the report examines the factors associated with seniors forming
multigenerational households and assesses how living in a multigenerational household affects
seniors’ assets, debt, retirement income, and social welfare program participation. Of particular
interest are whether determinants or effects differ based on how the multigenerational household
forms (seniors moving in with their adult children or grandchildren, or adult children or
grandchildren moving in with seniors) and time period (before the recent Great Recession or
not). We conclude by reviewing the key takeaways of the research and its implications for
policy concerning seniors in the wake of the Great Recession.
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2. Determinants of Multigenerational Household Formation
Factors that impact multigenerational household formation fall into four groups: first,
macroeconomic factors; second, socioeconomic factors; third, demographic factors; and fourth,
cultural factors. We explore each of these in this section.

Factor Group #1: Macroeconomic Factors
Macroeconomic changes may have contributed to the resurgence in multigenerational
living at the turn of the 21st century (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2014; Dunifon, Ziol-Guest, and
Kopko, 2014; Elliott et al., 2011; Firman et al. 2009; Hayutin 2012; Mykyta and Macartney,
2011; Taylor et al. 2009; Thayer 2007; Lusardi and Mitchell 2013; Butrica 2013). Due to the
national foreclosure crisis and the Great Recession, vacancy rates have decreased while nominal,
median, average, and real rents have increased since 2010, making housing affordability for low, very low-, and extremely low-income renters a policy concern. Co-residence may be
advantageous to all parties when there is sufficient space yet disadvantageous when there is
insufficient space (Burr and Mutchler, 1992; Grundy, 2000; Isengard and Szydlik, 2012; Joint
Center for Housing Studies of Harvard University, 2012, 2013; Mutchler and Burr, 2003; Smits
et al., 2010).

Factor Group #2: Socioeconomic Factors
One trend is the relatively high economic resources available to seniors today, including
benefits disbursed by Social Security. These resources afford seniors privacy, independence, and
institutionalized care; yet, these resources may also possibly contribute to loneliness and
isolation (Choi, 1997; Chu et al., 2011; Frankenberg et al., 2011; Goldscheider and Bures, 2003;
Gurak and Kritz, 2010; Isengard and Szydlik, 2012; Macunovich et al., 1995; Martin, 1989;
Messineo, 2005; Mutchler, 1992; Mutchler and Burr, 1991; Ruggles, 2003; Smits et al., 2010;
Takagi and Silverstein, 2011; Wolf and Soldo, 1988; Zsembik, 1993). Seniors can use these
resources to support their adult children and grandchildren. For some, providing support may
mean living together, which may also lead to seniors to be less isolated and lonely. 4
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Indeed, the expectation of parental support predicts living at home (Messineo, 2005).
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Another trend is the increased inequality for disadvantaged households over the past four
decades, including those with a senior resident, partly triggered by increasing housing and
healthcare expenditures yet stagnant or real decreasing incomes for many (Kim and Waite, 2016;
Taylor et al. 2011). Multigenerational households tend to form when related households have
unequal economic resources (Angel and Tienda, 1982; Glick and Van Hook 2011; de Valk and
Billari, 2007)). In turn, multigenerational households are more likely in cases of a lack of a high
school degree and/or unemployment, especially after unemployment compensation, savings, and
other sources of assistance have been exhausted (Choi, 1997, 2003; de Valk and Billari, 2007;
Goldscheider and Bures, 2003; Isengard and Szydlik, 2012; Kim and Waite, 2016; Macunovich
et al., 1995; Messineo, 2005; Mykyta and Macartney, 2011; Zsembik, 1993).

Factor Group #3: Demographic Factors
Over the past three decades multigenerational households have become more prevalent
(Aquilino, 1990; Choi, 1997) due to the increase in the number of years lived, which typically
coincides with health-related issues (Choi, 1999b, 2003; Frankenberg et al., 2002; Grundy, 2000;
Mutchler, 1992; Mutchler and Burr, 1991, 2003; Pilkauskas, 2012; Zsembik, 1993). They have
also become somewhat more common due to the increase in the overlap of the number of shared
years lived between and among generations (Ruggles, 2003, 2007). Moreover, there is the
availability, number, and hierarchy of kin, i.e., single, divorced, or widowed childless younger
adult females have higher odds of coresidence, followed by single, especially teenage, mothers
(Aquilino, 1990; Bengtson, 2001; Burr and Mutchler, 1992; Choi, 1997, 1999a, 2003; Elman and
Uhlenberg, 1995; Goldscheider and Bures, 2003; Grundy, 2000; Isengard and Szydlik, 2012;
Kok and Mandemakers, 2010; Macunovich et al., 1995; Martin, 1989; Messineo, 2005;
Mutchler, 1992; Mutchler and Burr, 1991; Pilkauskas, 2012; Smits et al., 2010; Wilmoth, 2001;
Wolf and Soldo, 1988; Zsembik, 1993; see also Chu et al. (2011) for the Chinese and Taiwanese
traditions). Older seniors are more likely to live in an upwardly extended household as they tend
to have a deteriorating health, emerging chronic illness or disability, and/or functional
dependence (Burr and Mutchler, 1992; Choi, 1997, 1999a, 1999b; Dunifon, Ziol-Guest, and
Kopko, 2014; Elman and Uhlenberg, 1995; Gonzales, 2007; Kamo 2000; Macunovich et al.,
1995; Messineo, 2005; Mutchler and Burr, 1991, 2003; Smits et al., 2010; Takagi and Silverstein
2011; Wolf and Soldo, 1988; Zsembik, 1993; see also Ruggles (2003) for an alternative opinion).
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Older females are more likely to be a host while younger males are more likely to be the guest in
a multigenerational household (called the “feathered nest hypothesis” in the latter case) (Cohen
and Casper, 2002; Isengard and Szydlik, 2012; Smits et al., 2010).

Factor Group #4: Cultural Factors
Intergenerational solidarity has grown stronger and more resilient over the past four
decades, as the importance of grandparents and other relatives in fulfilling family functions has
increased. The increased workforce participation of women, along with high rates of
cohabitation, marital instability, divorce, and widowhood, elevate the role of grandparents and
other relatives in fulfilling family functions (Aquilino, 1990; Bengtson, 2001; Choi, 1997, 1999a,
1999b; Cohen and Casper, 2002: Goldscheider and Lawton, 2014; Isengard and Szydlik, 2012;
Martin, 1989; Messineo, 2005; Mutchler, 1992; Smits et al., 2010; Van Hook and Glick, 2007;
Wolf and Soldo, 1988). Obligations toward kin as well as filial obligations have become more
prominent in this climate (Kim and Waite, 2016).
African Americans, Latinos, and Asians are more likely to be in multifamily households
(Choi, 1997, 1999a, 1999b, 2003; Cohen and Casper, 2002; Dunifon, Ziol-Guest, and Kopko,
2014; Goldscheider and Bures, 2003; Gurak and Kritz, 2010; Morgan et al., 1993; Mutchler and
Burr, 2003; Van Hook and Glick, 2007; see also Aquilino (1990) for an alternative opinion).
African Americans, compared to other races and ethnicities, tend to live in downwardly extended
households due to their 1) fewer economic resources yet higher needs, 2) higher rates of single
mothers, 3) higher teenage pregnancy rates, 4) higher rates of disability, and 5) higher degree of
household complexity compared to other races and ethnicities, possibly mirroring norms in
North African countries (Angel and Tienda, 1982; Choi, 1999b; Goldscheider and Bures, 2003;
Mutchler, 1992; Wolf and Soldo, 1988; Zimmer and Dayton, 2005). Many African Americans
also tend to head households containing only grandchildren (Choi, 1999a; Morgan et al., 1993;
Mutchler and Baker, 2009; Zimmer and Dayton, 2005). Also, some African Americans appear
to be willing to combine resources of several generations, particularly during recessions, due to
the history of slavery, economic hardship, and relatively strong intergenerational support (Choi,
1999a, 2003; Dunifon, Ziol-Guest, and Kopko, 2014; Cohen and Casper, 2002; Goldscheider and
Bures, 2003; Kamo, 2000; Mutchler and Baker, 2009; Pilkauskas, 2012). By living in
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multigenerational households, many senior African Americans are able to avoid expensive
institutionalized care (Choi, 1999b)
Latinos, compared to other races and ethnicities, tend to live in either downwardly or
horizontally extended households due to their 1) fewer resources yet higher needs, 2) focus on
families and filial obligations, 3) preference for informal care arrangements over institutionalized
care, 4) language barriers and degree of acculturation, 5) recent immigration and the five-year
waiting period for access to welfare benefits, 6) relatively high proportion of immigrants with an
uncertain migration status, or 7) possibly mirroring norms in Spain (or Southern Europe), which
has a relatively high proportion of multigenerational households (Angel and Tienda, 1982; Burr
and Mutchler, 1992; Burr et al., 2013; Choi, 1997, 1999a, 1999b, 2003; Elman and Uhlenberg,
1995; Gonzales, 2007; Gurak and Kritz, 2010; Isengard and Szydlik, 2012; Kamo 2000; Mykyta
and Macartney, 2011; Mutchler and Burr, 2003; Pilkauskas, 2012; Van Hook and Glick, 2007;
Wilmoth, 2001; Zsembik, 1993; see also Aquilino (1990) for an alternative opinion).
Asians, compared to other races and ethnicities, tend to live in upwardly extended
households due to their 1) tradition of filial responsibility, especially along the male line, derived
from Confucianism, Buddhism, or Islamism (i.e., absolute love and respect for one’s parents and
ancestors), 2) language barriers, and 3) fewer resources yet higher needs among some subgroups
(Choi, 1999a, 2003; Chu et al., 2011; Frankenberg et al., 2002; Kamo 2000; Martin, 1989;
Mutchler and Burr, 2003; Takagi and Silverstein, 2011; Wilmoth, 2001).

3. Multigenerational Household Formation and Economic Outcomes
Multigenerational households may serve as a mutually beneficial arrangement with
benefits as well as burdens for all parties. They may also provide a system of old-age support
(Ruggles, 2003).

Economic Benefits of Multigenerational Living for Seniors
There is growing consensus on many economic benefits that seniors and their adult
children and grandchildren derive from living in a multigenerational household. Living together
may be less expensive than living apart. By sharing a home, seniors and their adult children and
grandchildren are able to pool their incomes while splitting monthly housing and other costs, or
provide services, such as childcare or food preparation, in lieu of payment (Bethell 2011; Choi,
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1999a; Chu et al., 2011; Cohen and Casper, 2002; Mutchler and Baker, 2009; Ruggles, 2003).
This arrangement may protect household members from poverty and leave them with more
money left to pay for other expenses (Bethell 2011; Mutchler and Baker, 2012). Living
multigenerationally may enable adolescent mothers to further or complete their education, search
for and secure employment, fulfill their own developmental needs, become more competent in
their parenting, and expose their children to higher quality childcare (Oberlander et al., 2009).
Living multigenerationally also may enable seniors’ adult children and grandchildren to better
weather income fluctuation, especially if they can rely on their parents’ or grandparents’ fixed
income to make ends meet.
People living in multigenerational households tend to have a lower incidence of poverty
than those in other living arrangements (11.5 percent compared to 14.6 percent in 2009). This
trend is particularly pronounced among older seniors, age 85 and older. Older seniors living in
multigenerational households had a poverty rate of 5.7 percent in 2009 compared to 13.9 percent
for older seniors in other living arrangements. Although multigenerational households have
lower incomes, they also have more income sharing among members. Household heads living in
multigenerational households accounted for 48.8 percent of total household income in 2009
compared to 85.7 percent for household heads in other living arrangements. Many Americans
consider forming a multigenerational household a “financial lifeline” translating into an “antipoverty program” (Taylor et al. 2011, p. 1).

Economic Burdens of Multigenerational Living for Seniors
Multigenerational households also may impose economic and social costs on residents.
When unemployment and other conditions prompt adult children or grandchildren to move in
with seniors, seniors’ expenses may increase if their adult children or grandchildren lack the
ability to contribute economically to the household. In turn, living with their adult children may
lead seniors to be more aware of their economic hardships, such as paying off student loans or a
mortgage. As a result, seniors may incur extra expenses in meeting their adult children’s needs.
In case of adolescent mothers, multigenerational households may strain relationships due to
conflicts centered around childcare and discipline, and grandparental and parental stress
(Oberlander et al., 2009). Also, some adult children may experience difficulties finding a partner
due to their living situation (Smits et al., 2010).
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Gaps in Knowledge
There are major gaps in knowledge on the relationships between multigenerational
household formation and seniors’ assets, debt, retirement income, and social welfare program
participation that are ripe for addressing. Although there is growing research on the role that
unemployment has played in the formation of multigenerational households, we know little
about how fluctuations in assets, debt, and retirement income may be contributing to this trend.
How multigenerational living arrangements affect seniors’ receipt of Social Security and
participation in social welfare programs is of particular interest. On the one hand, seniors in
multigenerational households may be less likely to receive social welfare. If this is occurring,
forming multigenerational households may help to stabilize these programs. On the other hand,
living in a multigenerational household may prompt seniors to seek support from social welfare
programs. This trend could be helping to destabilize these programs.
We do not have a clear picture of how the causes, benefits and costs of living in a
multigenerational household are shaped by how the household forms. Declines in retirement
income and assets and increases in debt may more drive seniors to move in with their adult
children and grandchildren, while increases in retirement income and assets may more drive
seniors’ adult children and grandchildren to move in with them. Seniors who move in with their
adult children and grandchildren may be better off economically over time, as their adult
children and grandchildren may provide a social safety net. Seniors who have their adult
children and grandchildren move in with them may be worse off economically over time, as their
adult children and grandchildren may not contribute their fair share to household expenses and
strain seniors’ resources.
Finally, whether or not the relationships among doubling up, assets, debt, retirement
income, and participation in social welfare programs changed during the Great Recession is an
understudied question (Keene and Batson 2010). Relationships between multigenerational
household formation and changes to assets, debt, retirement income, and social welfare program
participation may have been weaker during the recession, given other forms of economic tumult
that were occurring at the time (increases in housing costs and foreclosure, decreases in
employment) that may have spurred a family to double up.
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4. Data and Method
Research Questions
This research seeks to deepen understanding of why seniors form multigenerational
households and how living in them influences their assets, debt, retirement income, and
participation in social welfare programs. In this report we answer the following five questions
about these phenomena:
1) What factors are associated with seniors forming multigenerational households?
2) Do changes in assets, debt, retirement income, and participation in social welfare
programs affect seniors’ formation of multigenerational households, and if so, how?
3) Does doubling up affect seniors’ assets, debt, retirement income, and participation in
social welfare programs, and if so, how?
4) Do these relationships vary based on whether seniors moved in with their adult children
or grandchildren or their adult children or grandchildren moved in with them, and if so,
how?
5) Does the recession affect these relationships, and if so, how?
We expected to find that seniors who recently experienced declines in retirement income
and assets, increases in debt, and enrollment in social welfare programs were more likely to form
multigenerational households. We also expected to find that seniors who had their adult children
and grandchildren move in with them experienced fewer economic benefits than those who
moved in with their adult children and grandchildren. In particular, we expected these seniors to
be more likely to experience declines in assets and retirement income and increases in debt and
enroll in social welfare programs. Finally, we hypothesized that links between declines in
retirement income and assets and increases in debt and forming a multigenerational household
were weaker during the recession as compared to earlier years.

Data
We used the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) data to better
understand the relationships among assets, debt, retirement income, and participation in social
welfare programs, and multigenerational household formation among seniors. The SIPP, which
started in 1983, is an ongoing, longitudinal survey conducted by the United States Bureau of the
Census that captures information on current employment, income, and assets and liabilities as
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well as past addresses. The SIPP is open to U.S. residents ages fifteen and up who are not living
in military barracks or institutionalized (incarcerated, hospitalized, or in nursing homes). The
survey was intended to improve upon the Current Population Survey (CPS) to enable better
understanding of the distribution of income, wealth, and poverty in the U.S., as well as the
effects of state and federal programs aimed at improving wellbeing. Thus, SIPP oversamples
households in areas with high poverty rates (Allen et al.1993). Each SIPP panel lasts from 2.5 to
four years. Our study uses data from the 1996, 2001, 2004, and 2008 waves, the most recent
available when we started this project.
The SIPP is comprised of a nationally representative sample of households. Interviews
are conducted with all household members who are at least fifteen years old at the time of the
interviews. Households are selected for the study by using a cluster sampling method, with lowincome areas oversampled in 1996. Primary sampling units (PSUs) are constructed from a list of
counties and independent cities, with larger PSUs represented independently and smaller units
grouped into strata within their states. All of the larger PSUs and a sample of smaller PSUs in
each stratum are then sampled for households using five separate, non-overlapping address
sample frames (U.S. Census Bureau, 2009). The initial number of sampled households was
40,188 in 1996, 50,500 in 2001, 51,379 in 2004, and 52,031 in 2008 (U.S. Census Bureau,
2009).
Sample members are interviewed once every four months (called waves) for the duration
of the study, for a total of between nine and sixteen interviews per person for the waves under
study. The owner or renter of record at each initial address in the wave is assigned as the
household reference person, and all other household members are listed according to their
relationship to the reference person. Household members that move out of the initial address are
still included in the sample for the duration of the study, and new household members are added
and remain in the study as long as they reside at the initial address.
Our sample was comprised of original respondents to the survey who were noninstitutionalized seniors age 65 and older. These criteria yielded a sample of about 10,700 to
13,700 seniors per panel for a total of about 49,000 seniors across the four panels (see Table 1).
We used Glick and Van Hook (2011)’s method to identify seniors living in
multigenerational households. This entailed identifying the number of “minimal household
units” (MHUs) within a household during each interview and whether they are related. Couples
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and parents with children or grandchildren who were younger than 25 (who did not have children
and did not have a spouse or partner) were counted as one MHU. Parents with children or
grandchildren who were younger than 25 who had a spouse or partner and/or children were
counted as two MHUs. Adults age 25 and older were counted as one MHU. Multigenerational
households were defined as those with 1) at least two MHUs and 2) at least one parent-child or
parent-grandchild relationship between the MHUs. About 17 percent of seniors in each panel
lived in multigenerational households (see Table 1).
The household status of most seniors stayed consistent from one year to the next (see
Table 1). About 11 percent to 14 percent of seniors consistently lived in multigenerational
households during each wave across the four panels. About 20 percent to 22 percent of seniors
ever lived in a multigenerational household during a wave across the four panels. About 1
percent of seniors not living in multigenerational households at the start of the year were living
in multigenerational households by the end of the year. About 1 percent of seniors living in
multigenerational households at the start of the year were not living in multigenerational
households by the end of the year.
We used information on whether the MHU containing the senior also contained the
household reference person to determine how the multigenerational household formed (whether
the parents moved in with their adult children or grandchildren, or vice versa). Seniors in MHUs
containing the reference person had their adult children or grandchildren move in with them;
those not in MHUs containing the reference person moved in with their adult children or
grandchildren. Most seniors living in multigenerational households (68 percent) were the
household reference person, henceforth called the household head (see Table 1). Seniors who
were household heads in multigenerational and non-multigenerational households at the start of
the year tended to remain household heads by the end of the year. This same trend was evident
for seniors who were not household heads at the start of the year.
There are two types of questions in the SIPP data: first, core coverage questions asked at
every interview; and second, topical coverage questions that are not asked at every interview and
that may vary across waves. Core coverage questions are typically asked on a monthly basis,
although, where appropriate, they may be asked only as of the interview date. The core coverage
questions include information on demographic characteristics, labor force participation, program
participation, amounts and types of earned and unearned income received, including transfer
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payments, noncash benefits from various programs, asset ownership, private health insurance,
employment and earnings, program, general, and asset income, health insurance ownership and
coverage, education, and energy assistance, and school lunch program participation, among other
topics.
Topical coverage questions provide additional details about social and economic
characteristics, as well as personal histories. The reference period for topical questions can vary
from only recent events to the entire life course. While some topical questions are asked at
multiple waves, not all are. These questions tend to evolve more quickly than the core coverage
questions as new issues arise. For example, questions about welfare reform are included in the
most recent available data, although not in all previous waves. Among the topics for these
questions are assets and liabilities, school enrollment, marital history, fertility, migration,
disability, and work history. For our study, we are particularly interested in participants’ assets
and liabilities that affect retirement.
We accounted for changes in a variety of assets, debt, retirement income, and social
welfare programs as dependent and explanatory variables in the analyses. Assets included
government or corporate bonds, life insurance plans, IRA, KEOGH, and 401K pension plans,
checking, savings, and money market accounts, mutual funds, stocks, residences, rental
properties, and cars, among other sources. Debt included outstanding balances of credit cards
and mortgage and car loans, among other sources. Retirement income included monthly
distributions from IRAs, KEOGHs, and 401ks and other pension plans and Social Security,
among other sources. We also accounted for whether or not the senior was receiving other
social welfare benefits, such as Medicaid, Supplementary Security Income, veterans’ payments,
food stamps, and subsidized housing, among other sources.
We constructed composite variables to analyze changes to seniors’ net worth (assets
minus debt), total monthly retirement income, and enrollment in any social welfare program.
Only a fraction of the vast assets, debt, retirement income, and program participation variables
included in the SIPP were disaggregated in the analysis, because few of the respondents reported
having many of these variables. Sources that were reported by close to or over 10 percent of
seniors in the first core or topical wave of each panel were analyzed separately. These sources
are listed on Table 2. We accounted for annual changes in assets and debt, since questions on
these indicators were only asked during the topical waves (typically once a year for the duration
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of the panel). We accounted for changes in retirement income and social welfare program
participation three times a year, since questions on these indicators were asked during the core
waves.
We examined a series of fixed and time varying control variables that were measured in
each panel year and associated with doubling up and fluctuations in assets, debt, retirement
income, and participation in social welfare programs. Fixed control variables included the
senior’s race and ethnicity and sex. Time varying variables included age, educational
attainment, marital status, income, health status, tenure, household size, and the panel year and
wave. Virtually none of the participants had missing information for these variables. We also
accounted for changes in all but the temporal time-varying variables between the current and
previous interview when possible. We examined pairwise correlations among the control
variables prior to modeling and included only one of pairs that were strongly correlated in the
models.

Method
We arranged the data into a longitudinal file that had an observation for each time a
senior respondent was interviewed (once a year for assets, debt, and health status, and three times
a year for all other variables, over the years seniors were in the sample). We included separate
variables indicating whether seniors’ households became multigenerational in between the
current and previous interview, and if so, whether the household formed by them moving in with
their adult children or grandchildren or their adult children or grandchildren moving in with
them. Each observation also contained information about changes in assets, debt, retirement
income, and participation in social welfare programs, as compared to the previous year or
previous four months (excluding the first observation). We only included observations from
waves shared across the panels. Overall, our analysis included about 340,000 observations split
across the four panels and nine waves within each panel (see Table 1).
Initially, we conducted basic descriptive statistics, such as means and standard deviations,
cross tabulations, and t-tests of differences in means and proportions to better understand the
magnitude and significance of relationships among changes in assets, debt, retirement income,
participation in social welfare programs, and doubling up.
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Next, we examined the independent associations among these factors and outcomes using
econometric modeling. We used the survey regression function (svy) in Stata to account for the
clustering within the samples and respondents and to generate population estimates using sample
weights. First, we used discrete-time event history modeling to understand the effect of changes
in assets, debt, retirement income, and program participation between the current and previous
interview on the propensity of moving into a multigenerational household over the year while
controlling for other contributing factors described above. This specification handles right-hand
truncation and enables the analysis of seniors that have been in the sample for different lengths
of time. Once a senior formed a multigenerational household, they were not included in
subsequent periods unless the household disbanded, as they were no longer "at-risk" of forming
one. The model specification was as follows,

n
1. ln(Mit/1-Mit) = a + b(Ait-Ait-1) + c(Fit) + d(Vit) + ∑tiTi
i=0
where:
● M was whether or not the senior moved into a multigenerational household between the
current and previous interview;
● A were the changes in various assets, debt, retirement income, and social welfare
program enrollment over this period, which were modeled separately;
● F and V were the fixed and time-varying control variables; and
● Ti were the dummy variables for the number of time periods in the sample, with period
zero (the second interview) as the excluded category.

Second, we used linear and logistic regression to understand the effect of living in a
multigenerational household on whether seniors experienced changes in their assets and debt and
withdrew various sources of retirement income or participated in various social welfare
programs, including the same fixed and time varying controls. The model specification was as
follows,
2. Ait or ln(Wit/1-Wit) = a + b(Mit) + c(Fit) + d(Vit)
where:
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● A was the value of an asset, debt, or retirement income and W was whether the senior
was enrolled in a social welfare program;
● M was whether or not the senior was living in a multigenerational household in at least
the current and previous interview period; and
● F and V were the fixed and time-varying control variables.
We ran separate models for each asset, debt, retirement income, and social welfare program to
understand the effects of living in a multigenerational household on these sources in time and
over time.
In the second iteration of the models, we accounted for whether the multigenerational
household was formed by a senior moving in with their adult children or grandchildren or their
adult children or grandchildren moving in with them. In models 1 and 2 above, the variable
representing whether or not the senior lives in a multigenerational household was reconstructed
to a variable representing whether or not the senior lived in a multigenerational household
formed by moving in with one’s adult children or grandchildren or having one’s adult children or
grandchildren move in with them. Another iteration assessed differences between seniors living
in multigenerational and non-multigenerational households among household heads and nonhousehold heads, respectively.
In the third iteration of the models, we examined whether the relationships described
above changed during the recession (Elliott, Young, and Dye, 2011; Mykyta and Macartney,
2011). To test for this potential change, we interacted the variables accounting for the panel year
with the primary explanatory variables (changes in assets, debt, retirement income, program
participation, and living in a multigenerational household) to assess whether there was an effect.

Limitations
The SIPP, like other national longitudinal surveys, is subject to several sources of
potential error, which may lead to biases. First, the SIPP sample is not a simple random sample.
Thus, users must take care to weight the data properly and, in particular, to account for
oversampling of low-income households in the data. Second, the Census Bureau imputes data in
order to create full panel files where data is missing, most often using a “hot deck” technique, in
which non-response items are filled in with answers from households with similar characteristics
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2009). While this enables analysis of a larger sample size, it is possible
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that the imputed data is not representative of the missing data, causing biased estimates. Other
sources of potential bias include the possibility for households to fail to report all members and
some undercoverage of demographic subgroups (e.g., African American males), as well as the
sample attrition common to all longitudinal surveys. Additionally, the data may be subject to
non-response biases and response errors, particularly recall errors in which respondents have
difficulty separating out events over the time period in question. Third, the SIPP has relatively
high attrition rates. About 20 percent of the original sample typically drops out during the course
of the study period; about half of all attribution occurs between the first and second interviews
(Van Hook and Glick, 2007)
Despite these issues, the SIPP is a useful source for the questions under study. We were
careful to weight the data appropriately and took steps to reduce bias as much as possible. We
conducted various robustness checks to identify and remedy threats to internal validity.

5. Results: The Economic Benefits and Burdens of Multigenerational Households for
Seniors
This section provides insight into the determinants of seniors’ multigenerational
household formation and the economic benefits and burdens experienced by seniors living in
multigenerational households. First, we describe the factors associated with seniors living in and
forming multigenerational households. Of particular interest are how changes in seniors’ assets,
debt, retirement income, and social welfare program participation affect their multigenerational
household formation. Next, we compare the economic conditions of seniors living and not living
in different types of multigenerational households. Finally, we address whether living in a
multigenerational household affects seniors’ economic outcomes.

Determinants of Seniors’ Multigenerational Household Formation
The demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of seniors living in
multigenerational households differed distinctly from the demographic and socioeconomic
characteristics of seniors not living in multigenerational households (see Table 3). These
differences largely persisted across the panel years. Seniors who lived in multigenerational
households were more likely to:
● Live in urban areas (83 percent vs. 77 percent);
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● Be Latino (13 percent vs. 4 percent), Asian (6 percent vs. 2 percent), and African
American (14 percent vs. 7 percent);
● Be female (64 percent vs. 57 percent), widowed (47 percent vs. 30 percent), and live in
larger households (3.3 members vs. 1.6 members); and
● Lack a high school degree (38 percent vs. 24 percent) and earn less monthly income on
average ($1,819 vs. $2,322).
Seniors who lived in multigenerational households were less likely to:
● Report being in good health (59 percent vs. 69 percent); and
● Own a home (56 percent vs. 75 percent).
Seniors who lived in multigenerational households also were more likely to have experienced
positive or negative changes to their health and movement into or out of homeownership over the
year. Many of these reported demographic and socioeconomic differences between seniors
living and not living in multigenerational households are consistent with the literature (Elliott,
Young, and Dye, 2011; Kamo, 2000; Mykyta and Macartney, 2011).
Seniors living in multigenerational households of different types also had divergent
demographic and socioeconomic characteristics (see Table 3). These differences persisted across
the panel years, as with differences between seniors living and not living in multigenerational
households, consistent with the literature (Elliott, Young, and Dye, 2011; Mykyta and
Macartney, 2011). Seniors living in multigenerational household who were not household heads
(i.e., they moved in with their adult children or grandchildren) were more likely to:
● Live in urban areas (86 percent vs. 81 percent);
● Be Latino (18 percent vs. 11 percent) and Asian (12 percent vs. 4 percent);
● Be age 85 and older (15 percent vs. 6 percent), female (71 percent vs. 60 percent),
widowed (63 percent vs. 38 percent), and live in larger households (3.8 members vs. 3.1
members); and
● Lack a high school degree (45 percent vs. 34 percent) and earn less monthly income on
average ($1,382 vs. $2,051).
Seniors living in multigenerational household who were not household heads were less likely to:
● Report being in good health (51 percent vs. 63 percent); and
● Own a home (11 percent vs. 80 percent) and live in a home that is owned (81 percent vs.
87 percent).

18

Seniors who were living in multigenerational households not as household heads also were more
likely to have recently transitioned out of homeownership (6 percent vs. 3 percent) and
experienced both positive and negative changes to their health over the past year.
Most of the differences between seniors who were living in multigenerational households
and not were still present when only examining seniors who were household heads or not
household heads. Differences between seniors who were living in multigenerational households
and not as non-household heads were similar in some ways (though larger) but different in other
ways. For instance, seniors who were not household heads living in multigenerational
households were more likely to be Latino (18 percent vs. 8 percent), widowed (63 percent vs. 34
percent), and of lower socioeconomic status (average monthly income of $1,382 vs. $1,863 and
45 percent vs. 35 percent lacking a high school degree), like seniors who were household heads
in multigenerational households. These seniors also were less likely to report being in good
health (51 percent vs. 61 percent) and more likely to report experiencing improved health over
the year (14 percent vs. 11 percent), like seniors who were household heads in multigenerational
households.
However, seniors who were not household heads in multigenerational households were
much more likely to be Asian (12 percent vs. 3 percent), female (71 percent vs. 53 percent), and
age 85 and older (15 percent vs. 7 percent) and no more likely to be African American (10
percent vs. 11 percent), unlike seniors who were household heads in multigenerational
households. These seniors also were less likely to be divorced or separated (12 percent vs. 33
percent) or single (5 percent vs. 28 percent), compared to seniors who were not household heads
and not living in multigenerational households.
Controlling for seniors’ demographic and socioeconomic characteristics though
regression modeling helped to illuminate which of the differences above most defined seniors
living multigenerational households (see Table 4). Being a person of color was strongly
associated with living in a multigenerational household, controlling for other characteristics.
Compared to non-Hispanic Whites, henceforth called “Whites,” the odds of living in a
multigenerational household were highest for seniors who were Asian (5.056), followed by
Latino (3.486) and African American (2.137). Being widowed and not having attended at least
some college were also associated with increased odds of living in a multigenerational
household. Sex did not affect seniors’ odds of living in a multigenerational household; being
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older was associated with lower odds of living in a multigenerational household, although this
effect was only marginally statistically significant.
Race, ethnicity, marital status, and education were useful in predicting whether a senior
living in a multigenerational household was a household head or not (see Table 4). Seniors who
were Latino or Asian were more likely to be non-household heads (living with their adult
children or grandchildren) than seniors who were White (odds ratios of 2.021 and 4.528
respectively). Seniors who were widowed, older, and had not attended at least some college
were also more likely to be non-household heads. However, seniors who were African American
were less likely to be non-household heads than seniors who were White (odds ratio of 0.681).
Race, ethnicity, marital status, and education also helped to predict whether a senior of a
particular household head status was living in a multigenerational household (see Table 4).
Being a person of color increased the odds of living in a multigenerational household, among
seniors who were household heads (odds ratios of 2.404 to 2.816). Seniors who were Latino or
Asian also had higher odds of living in a multigenerational household compared to seniors who
were White among those who were not household heads (odds ratios of 3.346 and 6.684); being
African American did not increase seniors’ odds of living in a multigenerational household
compared to being White among those who were not household heads. Among seniors who
were household heads and not, being widowed and less educated increased the odds of living in a
multigenerational household. Increases in age decreased the odds of living in a
multigenerational household among seniors who were household heads but increased the odds of
living in a multigenerational household among seniors who were not household heads. In turn,
female seniors who were not a household head were more likely to live in a multigenerational
household. Seniors who were female and household heads were less likely to live in a
multigenerational household, though this effect was only marginally statistically significant.
We found two temporal effects in this analysis. First, seniors interviewed during the
1996 and 2001 panels were less likely to report living in a multigenerational household
compared to seniors interviewed in the 2008 panel. Second, among seniors who were living not
as household heads, those who were interviewed in the 1996 panel were less likely to report
being in a multigenerational household compared to those interviewed in the 2008 panel. These
findings are consistent with evidence that the proportion of seniors living in multigenerational
households has increased over time (Taylor et al. 2011).
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Examining only the topical wave observations (i.e., taken once a year) reveals several
additional factors associated with the odds of a senior living in a multigenerational household
(see right hand columns of Table 4 above). Seniors who were homeowners and reported being in
good health were less likely to live in a multigenerational household (odds ratios of 0.611 and
0.825, respectively). These seniors were also less likely to be living with their adult children or
grandchildren, among those living in multigenerational households. Seniors who reported being
in good health were less likely to live in multigenerational households, controlling for household
head status. Among household heads, seniors who were homeowners were more likely to live in
multigenerational households (odds ratio of 1.701). In contrast, among non-household heads,
seniors who were homeowners were less likely to live in multigenerational households (odds
ratio of 0.610).
We next examined how changes in seniors’ life circumstances affected their propensity of
moving into a multigenerational household over the year, controlling for demographic and
socioeconomic characteristics associated with multigenerational living. We used the topical
wave observations to examine these dynamics (see Table 5).
Becoming widowed and transitioning out of homeownership, either through selling the
home or foreclosure, strongly increased the odds of moving into a multigenerational household
by the end of the year (odds ratios of 2.667 and 5.115 respectively) (see Table 5). Seniors who
became a homeowner were not more likely to form a multigenerational household. Seniors who
became widowed were more likely to move in with their adult children or grandchildren and
have their adult children or grandchildren move in with them compared to seniors who did not
become widowed (odds ratios of 3.610 and 2.285) (see Tables 5). Seniors who transitioned out
of homeownership were much more likely to move in with their adult children or grandchildren
compared to seniors whose tenure remained stable over the year (odds ratio of 24.160).
Experiencing changes in health or monthly income were not associated with moving into a
multigenerational household. In turn, there was no observable temporal effect on whether or not
a senior moved into a multigenerational household over the year.

21

How Changes in Assets, Debt, Retirement Income, and Social Welfare Program Participation
Affect Seniors’ Multigenerational Household Formation
Seniors were more likely to form multigenerational households when they were facing
financial stress, meaning they lost assets or income or enrolled in a social welfare program over
the previous the year or previous four months. Tables 6-8 report these effects, controlling for
seniors’ demographic and socioeconomic characteristics, the wave and panel year, and changes
in senior’s marital status, health, tenure, and personal monthly income over the year or past four
months. Effects are reported for composite variables, such as net worth, total monthly retirement
income, and receipt of any social welfare program, and disaggregated sources received by at
least 10 percent of seniors in the panel. Monetary values are reported in raw and logged form,
due to the extreme left or negative skew of many of the sources. The likelihood of a senior
having lost the value of a monetary source is also reported.
Seniors who lost net worth over the year were more likely to move in with their adult
children or grandchildren compared to seniors who experienced growth or no change in their net
worth (odds ratio of 2.174). Losing home equity, life insurance assets, social security income,
and enrolling in a social welfare program (including and excluding Medicare) were associated
with seniors having their adult children or grandchildren move in with them (odds ratios of
1.289, 1.237, 1.336, and 1.907/1.534 respectively). However, the effects of losing home equity
and enrolling in a social welfare program were only marginally significant (10 percent level).
Seniors who lost pension income were more likely to form multigenerational households, either
by moving in with their adult children or grandchildren or having their adult children or
grandchildren move in with them (odds ratios of 1.807 and 1.350 respectively).
For one source, regaining financial footing was associated with seniors forming
multigenerational households—credit card debt. Seniors who reduced their credit card debt over
the year were more likely to have their adult children and grandchildren move in with them (odds
ratio of 1.545). However, increases in seniors’ other assets and incomes, such as the value of
their interest-bearing accounts and stocks, were associated with lower likelihoods of forming a
multigenerational household through moving in with one’s adult children or grandchildren;
changes in these sources did not tend to affect their propensity of having their adult children or
grandchildren move in with them.
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Differences in Seniors’ Assets, Debt, Retirement Income, and Social Welfare Program
Participation by Multigenerational Household Status
Seniors living in multigenerational households were more economically disadvantaged
than seniors not living in multigenerational households. Seniors in multigenerational households
tended to have fewer assets and less monthly retirement income. They also were less likely to
receive Medicare and more likely to be enrolled in other social welfare programs, including
Medicaid. Tables 9-11 report these outcomes. As before, monetary values are reported in raw
and logged form. Only the main effects are reported; the demographic, socioeconomic, and
temporal control variables are included in the models but suppressed on the tables. The
likelihood of a senior having a zero or negative value of a monetary source is also reported.
Seniors living in multigenerational households typically had fewer assets and higher debt
compared to seniors not living in multigenerational households, controlling for their
demographic and socioeconomic characteristics. Living in a multigenerational household was
associated with a senior having a: 5
● 36 percent reduction in their IRA account value;
● 12 percent reduction in their checking account value;
● 54 percent reduction in their interest-bearing accounts value;
● 33 percent reduction in their stocks value; and
● 28 percent increase in their credit card debt.
Seniors living in multigenerational households were also more likely to report not having any
assets and less likely to report not having debt than seniors not living in multigenerational
households. The odds that a senior living in a multigenerational household did not have any
assets ranged from 1.524 for an IRA account or stocks to 1.142 for a checking account. Living
in a multigenerational household was associated with lower odds of having zero credit card debt
(0.855). Living in a multigenerational household, however, made a senior more likely to have a
life insurance policy.

5

Effects were determined by calculating the exponentiated coefficient of the expected difference in the mean of the
logged value of the source between the groups and subtracting 1 from this value. For example, the expected
difference in the mean of logged IRA value between seniors living in and not living in multigenerational households
is -0.441 (see Table 9). The exponentiated coefficient is exp(-0.441) = 0.643. Subtracting 1 from this value leads to
an estimated effect of living in a multigenerational household on IRA value of -0.357 or -36 percent, holding all
other factors controlled constant.
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Interestingly, living in a multigenerational household was not associated with differences
in net worth among seniors. In fact, seniors in multigenerational households were less likely to
have zero or negative net worth (odds ratio of 0.841). This is probably explained by the higher
home equity of seniors living in multigenerational households. Living in a multigenerational
household was associated with an increase in home equity of about $25,000. Further, living in a
multigenerational household was associated with much reduced odds of having zero or negative
home equity (odds ratio of 0.537). This effect may be partly explained by the larger households
and larger homes and potentially higher home values of seniors living in multigenerational
households.
Seniors living in multigenerational households also received less monthly retirement
income compared to seniors not living in multigenerational households. Living in a
multigenerational household was associated with a senior having a:
● 23 percent reduction in all monthly retirement income, including Social Security;
● 34 percent reduction in all monthly retirement income, excluding Social Security;
● 22 percent reduction in monthly Social Security income;
● 14 percent reduction in monthly pension income; and
● 34 percent reduction in monthly interest income.
Seniors living in multigenerational households were also more likely to report not receiving any
monthly retirement income (odds ratio of 2.111) or income from the disaggregated sources (odds
ratios ranging from 1.625 for Social Security to 1.110 for pensions).
Finally, seniors living in multigenerational households were more likely to be enrolled in
Medicaid (odds ratio of 1.197). They were less likely to be enrolled in Medicare (odds ratio of
0.524). They were not any more likely to be enrolled in social welfare programs aside from
Medicare.
What explains the economic disadvantages experienced by seniors living in
multigenerational households? Two potentially contributing factors were apparent in our
analysis.
First, seniors living in multigenerational households had more people living in their
households (average of 3.3 persons vs. 1.6 persons). More household members means more
people to economically support. The responsibility to support household members may drain
seniors’ retirement assets and increase their debt and lead to fewer contributions to their
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retirement accounts. Drains on some assets, like interest-bearing accounts, may lead to lower
monthly disbursements.
After controlling for differences in household size between seniors living and not living
in multigenerational households (see effects in right hand columns of each comparison in Tables
9-11), some of the differences in assets and incomes reported above are reduced and in some
cases disappear. For instance, the effect of living in a multigenerational household on the value
of a checking account or total retirement income or pension income received disappears, and the
effect of living in a multigenerational household on Social Security income becomes positive or
disappears when it is logged.
However, some of the differences in assets, debt, retirement income, and social welfare
program participation persist or become greater after controlling for household size. For
instance, a small but highly statistically significant negative effect on net worth arises from
living in a multigenerational household after controlling for household size (reduction of 1
percent in net worth). The positive effects of living in a multigenerational household on home
equity and life insurance value disappear. The negative effects of living in a multigenerational
household on the value of IRA and interest-bearing accounts, stocks, and monthly income from
interest-bearing accounts and the positive effects of living in a multigenerational household on
the value of debt persist. Notably, living in a multigenerational household increases the odds of
a senior being enrolled in a social welfare program other than Medicare after controlling for
household size (odds ratio of 1.298). These effects suggest that something else besides the
greater household size of seniors living in multigenerational households is making them more
economically vulnerable.
The second factor that may contribute to seniors’ greater economic disadvantages in
multigenerational households is that these seniors are far more likely to be living as nonhousehold heads. Thirty-two percent of seniors in multigenerational households are nonhousehold heads compared to 7 percent of all seniors (see Table 1). Seniors living as nonhousehold heads in multigenerational households are much more economically disadvantaged
than seniors who are living as household heads in multigenerational households (see Tables 9 11). For instance, living as a non-household head in a multigenerational household, compared to
being a household head in a multigenerational household, was associated with a:
● 4 percent reduction in net worth, mainly as an outcome of not owning a home;
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● 51 percent reduction in total monthly retirement income; and
● Increased odds of being enrolled in a social welfare program other than Medicare (1.619),
including Medicaid (1.705)
Although living as a non-household head in a multigenerational households was associated with
substantially less credit card debt (34 percent reduction), it was also associated with an increased
likelihood of having no credit card debt (odds ratio of 1.544), possibly reflecting a lack of access
to credit among these seniors. When comparing just seniors who are not household heads (see
Tables 9 - 11), the effect of living in a multigenerational household on assets, debt, retirement
income, and social welfare program participation disappears, with few exceptions.
Interestingly, economic disparities persist among seniors living and not living in
multigenerational households among household heads. Seniors who have had their adult
children or grandchildren move in with them tend to be more economically disadvantaged than
seniors who are household heads and do not live with their adult children or grandchildren. For
instance, after controlling for differences in their household size, living in a multigenerational
household among seniors who are household heads was associated with a:
● 1 percent reduction in total net worth and an increased odds of having zero or negative
net worth (1.516);
● 31 percent increase in credit card debt and a reduced odds of having zero credit card debt
(0.854);
● 13 percent reduction in total retirement income, excluding Social Security, and an
increased odds of having no additional retirement income aside from Social Security
(1.257); and
● Increased likelihood of being enrolled in a social welfare program other than Medicare
(1.469), including Medicaid (1.590).

Effect of Living in a Multigenerational Household on Seniors’ Assets, Debt, Retirement Income,
and Social Welfare Program Participation
A question is whether seniors’ greater economic disadvantage in multigenerational
households derives from characteristics and circumstances that seniors bring into
multigenerational households, or whether living in a multigenerational household leads to these
outcomes. Testing these hypotheses lies mainly outside of the scope of this research. However,
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we are able to observe what happens to the assets, debt, retirement income, and program
participation of seniors living in multigenerational households over time while controlling for
seniors’ demographic and socioeconomic characteristics, which provides a glimpse into whether
living in a multigenerational household may affect seniors’ economic outcomes. Still, this is a
tricky task due to the small number of seniors that report having many of the financial and
program participation sources that we observe (e.g. under 50 percent). Having a large enough
sample to examine changes in these sources among seniors living and not living in
multigenerational households requires grouping seniors who have and do not have the sources
together in the models. This situation makes it difficult to interpret effects, as described further
below.
Tables 12 - 14 show how living in a multigenerational household changes the odds of
losing assets and debt over the year and losing retirement income and becoming enrolled in a
social welfare program over the past four months. The sample size for this analysis is smaller
than before, because only seniors with a consistent household type over the year or past four
months were included in the analysis. For instance, seniors included in the analysis of effects of
living in a multigenerational household on net worth either consistently lived or did not live in a
multigenerational household over the year. As before, we report only the main effects.
Variables accounting for seniors’ demographic and socioeconomic characteristics and temporal
effects are included in the models but suppressed in the table results.
We find two trends in this analysis. First, we do not find much evidence that living in a
multigenerational household increases seniors’ risk of losing their assets or retirement income or
becoming more in debt. Living in a multigenerational household was associated with decreased
odds of losing assets or monthly retirement income with few exceptions. Living in a
multigenerational household was associated with an increased odds of losing net worth or life
insurance assets, credit card debt, and Social Security income, but these effects were either not
statistically significant or became not statistically significant (or reversed) after controlling for
multigenerational households’ greater household size.
At face value, these results suggest that living in a multigenerational household has a
protective effect on seniors’ assets, debt, and retirement income. Yet, this is an unwarranted
conclusion, as living in a multigenerational household is associated with seniors being more
likely to not have many of the assets, debt, and retirement income sources examined; thus, it is
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more likely that they experience no change in the source over time (0 value at the start of the
year or past four months and 0 value at the end of the year or past four months). Sample size
issues affect our ability to just examine seniors who have each source, as earlier described.
However, a pattern that would indicate a protective or threatening effect of living in a
multigenerational household on seniors’ economic outcomes would be finding that they were
more likely to report having a source but also less or more likely to lose the value of the source
over time. We find this pattern occurring with life insurance and credit card debt, but as noted
above, these effects either are not statistically significant or become statistically insignificant or
reverse after controlling for household size. The only exception is when we just compare what
happens to the life insurance policies of seniors who are non-household heads. Living in a
multigenerational household as a non-household head is associated with a lower likelihood of
having no life insurance policy, after controlling for differences in household size (odds ratio of
0.748) and a higher likelihood of losing the value of the policy over the year (odds ratio of
1.728).
This picture changes when we examine what happens to seniors’ participation in social
welfare programs over time. Living in a multigenerational household increased seniors’ odds of
being enrolled in social welfare programs aside from Medicare after controlling for differences
in household size, as previously described. Living in a multigenerational household also
increased the odds that a senior would enroll in a social welfare program other than Medicare
over the four month study period, an effect that persists after controlling for differences in
household size (odds ratio of 1.216) and household head status (odds ratio of 1.196 just
comparing household heads). This is evidence in favor of the hypothesis that the
multigenerational household may have a destabilizing effect on seniors’ economic conditions,
requiring them to seek additional government support.

Effects of the Recession
We did not find consistent evidence that the relationships between seniors’
multigenerational household formation and economic outcomes described above changed during
the recession. We interacted the main variables of interest (e.g. assets, debt, retirement income,
social welfare program participation, or living in a multigenerational household) with the panel
years to assess potential temporal effects. There were virtually no statistically significant
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temporal effects on how changes in these sources affected seniors’ likelihood of forming a
multigenerational household over the year or past four months, or on how living in a
multigenerational household changed seniors’ propensity of losing an asset, debt or retirement
income or enrolling in a social welfare program over the past year or four months. There were
many statistically significant temporal effects on how living in a multigenerational household
affected the value of seniors’ assets, debt, and retirement income and chance of being enrolled in
a social welfare program in time. However, there was seldom a consistent temporal effect across
all of the years.
A few isolated effects are worth noting. First, seniors who lived in multigenerational
households had much lower IRA account values than seniors who did not live in
multigenerational households in the 2008 panel than in other years. This effect persisted after
controlling for differences in household size and household head status. Living in a
multigenerational household as a household head was associated with an 80 percent reduction in
IRA account value in the 2008 panel, compared to a 28 percent to 39 percent reduction in the
other panel years, relative to seniors who were households heads but not living in
multigenerational households, holding other factors constant.
Second, the negative effect of being a non-household head in a multigenerational
household on total monthly retirement income (including Social Security) narrowed during the
recession. From 1996 to 2004, the deficit in total monthly retirement income associated with
being a non-household head senior among those living in multigenerational households was
close to $250 or more. By 2008, this deficit was only about $126. Yet, this temporal effect
disappeared after logging total monthly retirement income. On whole, we did not find strong
evidence that the recession changed the relationship between seniors’ multigenerational
household formation and economic outcomes.

6. Discussion and Conclusion
We synthesize the primary contributions of our research in this section. We also consider
the policy implications of our findings.
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Key Takeaways
The primary contributions of this research are fourfold. First, this research provides
insight into a timely demographic trend: the increase in the formation of multigenerational
households among seniors, possibly triggered by the Great Recession and possibly the growth in
inequality among disadvantaged households. Seniors living in multigenerational households had
distinct characteristics, which persisted over the study period. Seniors who lived in
multigenerational households were more likely to live in urban areas, be Latino, Asian, or
African American, be female and widowed, lack a high school degree, earn less monthly income,
and be less likely to report being in good health, consistent with the literature. Seniors who
moved in with their adult children and grandchildren were more likely to exhibit these
characteristics. Many of the differences between seniors who were living in multigenerational
households and not were still present when only examining seniors who were household heads or
not household heads. Notably, seniors who moved in with their adult children or grandchildren
were more likely to be Latino or Asian; those who had their adult children or grandchildren
move in with them were more likely to be Latino or African American, an insight also offered in
the existing literature.
Second, this research advances debates in demography, gerontology, and public policy
about the role that macroeconomic changes affecting wealth (like recessions) play in household
formation. Seniors living in multigenerational households, particularly those who moved in with
their adult children or grandchildren, were less likely to have financial resources and more likely
to receive social welfare. The economic disadvantage of seniors living in multigenerational
households is partially accounted for by their larger household size and higher propensity to be
non-household heads. However, seniors who had their adult children or grandchildren move in
with them were more economically disadvantaged than senior household heads not living with
their adult children and grandchildren, even after controlling for the former’s larger households,
which suggests that other factors are at play.
One potential factor is that seniors who form multigenerational households may be
initially more economically disadvantaged. Indeed, we found that experiencing economic
distress increased the odds of a senior forming a multigenerational household, including as a
household head. Yet, other factors inherent to the dynamics of the multigenerational household
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may also affect these seniors’ economic disadvantage. We were unable to capture and study
these factors in our research; this is an important direction for further research.
Third, this study illuminates how multigenerational household formation affects the
resilience of seniors’ retirement funds and social welfare programs targeted to seniors, like
Social Security, Medicare, and Medicaid. We do not find much evidence that living in a
multigenerational household increases seniors’ risk of losing their retirement funds. Living in a
multigenerational household was associated with decreased odds of losing assets or monthly
retirement income with few exceptions. Yet, seniors living in multigenerational households were
also less likely to hold most of the assets and retirement income analyzed. We were unable to
definitely test whether the multigenerational household had a protective effect on seniors’
economic well-being due to sample size issues. However, living in a multigenerational
household increased seniors’ odds of being enrolled in social welfare programs aside from
Medicare. This finding persisted across different types of multigenerational households and after
controlling for differences in household size. This is evidence in favor of the hypothesis that the
multigenerational household may have a destabilizing effect on seniors’ economic conditions,
requiring them to seek additional government support.
Fourth, we did not find consistent evidence of temporal effects. There were virtually no
statistically significant temporal effects on how changes in seniors’ assets, debt, retirement
income, or social welfare program participation affected their likelihood of forming a
multigenerational household over the year or past four months, or on how living in a
multigenerational household changed their propensity of losing an asset, debt or retirement
income or enrolling in a social welfare program over the year or past four months. On whole, we
do not find strong evidence that the recession changed the relationship between seniors’
multigenerational household formation and economic outcomes.

Policy Implications
Public policymakers may use our findings to make better decisions about how to
encourage and support multigenerational households and connect this type of household to
programs established by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), the
Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS), or the Social Security Administration
(SSA). Seniors living in multigenerational households are a group increasingly worthy of policy
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attention. However, it is critical to differentiate between seniors who are household heads and
not household heads in multigenerational households, as their characteristics and outcomes are
different. This study finds that seniors who live in multigenerational households of different
types are more likely to become enrolled in a social welfare program. This trend may be helping
to destabilize these programs. Policymakers may want to target financial education and
counseling to seniors living in multigenerational households. However, more research is needed
to understand what makes these seniors more economically vulnerable.
Further, there may be important benefits of multigenerational living for seniors that are
not captured by this research. For instance, forming a multigenerational household may counter
or prevent loneliness, which is prevalent among many seniors. 6 Policymakers could benefit by
weighing the potential economic and non-economic benefits and costs of multigenerational
living for seniors in devising solutions.

6

For example, a nationwide survey administered by the AARP showed that 35 percent of survey respondents
reported being lonely. Age, income, and marital status were significantly related to loneliness, with 51 percent of
never-married respondents reporting experiencing loneliness (Knowledge Networks and Insight Policy Research,
2010). Given the increasing proportion of never-married people and of single households, loneliness will most likely
become an even larger policy concern (Klinenberg, 2012).
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