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There is more to receiving than needing:
theoretical arguments and empirical
explorations of crowding in and crowding
out

HARALD KU$ NEMUND* and MARTIN REIN**

ABSTRACT
Recent literature on intergenerational relations – although giving different
explanations – suggests that the giving of money and services to children
reinforces the receiving of money and services by elderly people. To explore
the flow of support between the generations we present evidence about the
type and intensity of the help that elderly people receive from their adult
children and their families. By comparing five developed countries we examine
whether the amount of family help transferred to older people is shaped by a
‘crowding out ’ process, in which more generous welfare systems displace
family solidarity. Taking co-residence into account the international com-
parison does not support the crowding out hypothesis. We then show that
the giving of services by older people to their adult children increases the
probability that they receive help from them. This indirectly supports the
reverse hypothesis, namely that the relationship between the state and the
family may be described as a process of ‘crowding in’ : generous welfare
systems which give resources to elderly people help to increase rather than
undermine family solidarity.

KEY WORDS – intergenerational relations, welfare systems, family soli-
darity, exchange theory, intimacy, reciprocity.

Introduction

This paper develops an approach to the question of what impact the
development of a mature welfare state has on family solidarity and on
the level and pattern of giving and receiving transfers and services
between aged parents and their adult children. Most of the literature
suggests that this relationship is negative. One of the oldest theories in
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the field of ageing is that modernisation is accompanied by a loss of
social and economic functions of older people (Burgess ) and a shift
in responsibility from the family to a public solidarity system. It is
assumed that a strong welfare state reduces the willingness of families
to provide financial support and services to their aged parents (see, for
example, Kreps ). In this view the development of a mature
welfare state which provides older people with an adequate income to
live on their own may result in less family solidarity, because it
substitutes public resources for those previously provided by the family.
This relationship has been called the ‘crowding out ’ hypothesis – the
state crowds out family obligations thus eroding intergenerational
solidarity (Janowitz  ; Berger and Neuhaus  ; Glazer ).

The dynamics of how an expanding state sector reshapes inter-
generational relations continues to be one of the most normatively
charged issues in current public policy debates. Proponents of reducing
the size of the welfare state make extensive use of these arguments. In
opposition to this interpretation we propose the idea of ‘crowding in’ :
this positively links the growth of the level of welfare society spending
with the level of giving and receiving between generations. If the fact
of receiving help is affected by exchange expectations and reciprocity,
then it follows that the more elderly people have to give the more they
can receive. What they have to give depends largely on the resources
made available to them by the welfare system. The more resources they
have beyond their minimum necessities for economic survival, the more
scope they have for participating in reciprocal giving and receiving. If
this inference is correct then we would expect to find a crowding in
effect instead of a crowding out effect when comparing the pattern of
giving and receiving across more and less generous welfare systems.

First we elaborate the crowding out and crowding in hypotheses by
briefly reviewing the sociological literature on obligations, norms and
reciprocity, and the economic literature on the motivations underlying
giving and receiving between adult children and their parents. We
discuss the possible impact that a change in welfare society spending
might have on each of these mechanisms. We argue that both bodies of
literature reinforce each other and strengthen the plausibility of the
crowding in hypothesis. Next, to explore the crowding out and
crowding in hypotheses, we compare the level of help given to elderly
people in five countries that represent different levels of welfare
spending. Since our crowding in hypothesis is built mainly on the
concepts of reciprocity and exchange, we will also explore whether
giving affects receiving, while controlling for the needs and resources of
the recipients. Strong effects of reciprocity on the receiving of help in
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each country would strengthen the plausibility of our hypothesis.
Finally, we summarise our findings and draw conclusions for further
research.

The crowding out hypothesis

The crowding out interpretation is applied in many different settings
and is believed to provide a general description of the interaction of the
state and civil society. For example, Roberts () offers evidence that
the public transfer system crowded out the private provision of material
relief to the poor. In this case, collective altruistic behaviour declines as
the state increasingly cares for the poor." With respect to exchanges
between generations, the crowding out hypothesis assumes that a more
generous welfare system weakens family solidarity : the supply of public
pensions and services for elderly people would crowd out family
solidarity, because children do not need to help their parents when the
state provides adequate income and services.

Empirically such effects of public on private provisions of goods and
services have been studied especially with respect to the giving of help
to sick, frail or disabled elderly people. An extensive literature review
by Weissert et al. () leads to the conclusion that ‘ informal support
tended to decline with home and community care’ ( : ). Hanley
et al. (), however, draw the opposite conclusion from the same
literature: that the effects of professional care on familial support for
older people were more positive than negative. Many studies seem to
show that formal care services supplement rather than substitute
informal care (see, for example, Daatland  ; Edelman and Hughes
 ; Chappell and Blandford ).

Although the argument is often found in the literature that generous
welfare state spending causes a decline in family solidarity in general,
empirical tests of this broader version of the crowding out hypothesis
are seldom documented, since the conceptual and measurement tasks
are extremely difficult. But even from a theoretical perspective the
assumption is by no means self-evident.

Evidence in the sociological literature

The sociological literature on the relationship between adult children
and their elderly parents mainly identifies three motives of giving:
reciprocity, intimacy and norms of responsibility (Doty ). The
norm of reciprocity has especially been the subject of numerous studies on
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the specific exchange relationships of elderly people (for overviews, see
Antonucci  ; Antonucci and Jackson  ; Hollstein and Bria
). In general, it is assumed that giving creates an obligation to
reciprocate, and that the values exchanged should be broadly
equivalent. The recipient may avoid this obligation either by refusing
the gift or by repaying it immediately. Gouldner ( : ) assumes,
that ‘ the norm of reciprocity cannot apply with full force in relations
with children, old people, or those who are mentally or physically
handicapped’, because they are less able to reciprocate. As a result,
fewer individuals will establish relations with elderly people. From this
argument we may conclude that capability combined with resources
enables older people to stay involved in reciprocal giving and receiving.

However, a major difference in the mechanism of reciprocity
emerges when account is taken of the type of relationship between the
giver and the receiver. If the relationship is more intimate and stable,
as between parents and their adult children, the rules of exchange allow
for reciprocity to take place over a long period of time, not as a spot
transaction. The implicit rules also allow for an asymmetry between
what is initially received and what is later given, and the exchange
involves different types of transfers and support. Antonucci and
Jackson ( : ff) use the image of ‘deposits ’ placed in a ‘support
bank’ that can be drawn on in future times of need. In contrast to the
argument of Gouldner (), current resources, in this view, seem to
be less important in parent-child relationships. However, the actual
resources available enable the parents not only to stay involved in
reciprocal giving and receiving but also place them in a position to
initiate an exchange. In the case of childless persons or when the
children are out of reach, the exchange may take place with other
relatives or on the market. Therefore, we still expect to find that
resources being available to elderly people will have a positive effect on
the level of giving and receiving.

On the other hand, there is no reason to assume that a generous
social security system will, in general, crowd out reciprocity-oriented
behaviour. Instead, the state provision of an adequate income for
elderly people may result in shifts to other forms of private support
(Kohli  ; Hollstein and Bria ). For example, when they have
enough financial resources, there is less need to provide them with
private financial transfers. Therefore, with a growing level of pensions,
the private transfers from the adult children would be expected to
decline, while at the same time we would expect the level of private
services to increase. When it is the level of concrete public services that
increases, then we might expect that the family might provide more of
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other forms of support. But the general outcome of this process of
substitution is not necessarily less family solidarity. Furthermore, as
Townsend has argued, rising standards of care provided by the public
sector may result in a growing demand for help from families : ‘…the
general volume of assistance may increase in both family and public
sectors ’ ( : ).

Perhaps the opposite is more nearly the case. Welfare state spending
does not offset obligations that are grounded in reciprocity, but it does
reduce the ‘burden’ of family relationships.# When elderly people have
sufficient resources of their own, they are not forced by necessity to rely
on their families. Therefore interactions focused on intimacy and
closeness have the potential to develop. This effect has been recognised
in the literature on co-residence and ‘ intimacy at a distance’
(Rosenmayr and Ko$ ckeis ). At a societal level, the debate on
intergenerational equity reveals a negative relationship between the
level of welfare spending for ‘ the elderly ’ and solidarity between
generations (see, for example, Preston ). In contrast, within the
family, we assume a positive effect on intimacy and affection in
intergenerational relationships. As far as affection for the individual

explains why elderly people receive help from their adult children
(Doty ), we do not find an argument that supports the crowding
out hypothesis. If the motivation to help parents is love, why should a
growing level of welfare state spending crowd out family solidarity?

At the same time, resources reinforce autonomy and self respect by
placing older people in a position where they can maintain their social
status by being able to give something to their children. For example,
Robert Weiss argues (personal correspondence) that continued
parental giving is evidence of the importance for parents that they
should retain their position in the family. The proverb, ‘When the
father gives to the son, God smiles, when the son gives to the father,
God weeps ’ captures the social significance of asymmetrical giving.
These arguments lead us to expect a positive relationship between
resources available to elderly people and the level of intimacy between
them and their adult children. Crowding in is more plausible than
crowding out.

Norms about who is responsible for providing care may also shape the
transactions between generations. According to Qureshi (), a
Western pattern takes the following form: first partners, then
daughters, daughters-in-law, then sons, sons-in-law, other relatives
and, at the end of this hierarchy, non-relatives. Although such as a
pattern may be the result of ordinary behaviour motivated for example
by reciprocity, it may also be due to the power of cultural norms of
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responsibility to motivate people to help their parents. This argument
is also used in the more general ‘hierarchical-compensatory model ’ of
informal support (Cantor ). Such norms and patterns differ across
countries. For example, the traditional living arrangement of Japanese
elderly people is to live with the eldest son (Koyano  : ), but co-
residence in Japan has sharply declined from  per cent in  to 
per cent in , a  percent decline in each decade. This change in
turn affects the pattern of giving and receiving between generations
(Koyano et al. ). Norms of who is responsible for taking care of
elderly people may change over a longer period of time. For example,
the level of resources available to elderly people may lead to a change
in the overall pattern of co-residence (Lye ). By contrast, the
general norm of reciprocity is found in primitive societies, as well as in
modern economies including Japan (Akiyama et al. ). We conclude
that norms of responsibility are less stable than the norms of reciprocity.
It is plausible to assume that if the state widely assumes the
responsibility for care over a long period of time, then the norms of
family responsibility may change slowly. In this view a growing level of
welfare state spending may cause a weakening of family solidarity.
However, crowding out will only occur to the extent that compliance
with these norms is the only motivation for supporting older people.
When either reciprocity or affection for the individual are the main
driving factors, crowding out will not take place.

These three factors – intimacy, cultural norms of responsibility, and
reciprocity – can be conceptually separated, but in practice they
operate together in shaping the individual decision to give help. Finch
and Mason () present one of the most interesting analyses of
obligations based on studies of the relationship between adult children
and aged parents. They argue that ‘norms about family obligations do
get taken into account’ ( : ) and that the principle of reciprocity
is accepted, but the outcome is indeterminate. The obligation to give
help is conceptualised as a result of a ‘…process of negotiation, in
which people are giving and receiving, balancing out one kind of
assistance against another, maintaining an appropriate independence
from each other as well as mutual interdependence’ (Finch and Mason
 : ). Therefore, obligations to help parents do not exist as an
abstract principle of firmly established norms, but are created
concretely through interaction over time. This implies that cultural
norms of responsibility are less important in the individual decision
process. On balance, from the sociological literature on the giving and
receiving between adult children and their parents, we conclude that
crowding out is less likely to occur compared with crowding in.
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Evidence in the economic literature

In the economic literature, where both the processes of crowding out as
well as intergenerational transactions receive a considerable amount of
attention, there are two main theories of the motives of giving: altruism
and exchange (Cox ). The altruist theory assumes a moral duty,
or obligation, to provide help in situations of need. Altruism requires no
further instrumental explanation. The exchange theory posits that one
gives to others because one expects them to give in return. Kotlikoff
and Morris () offer a provocative extension of the logic of
exchange theory. They propose that transfers from parents to their
adult children are not a debt or an obligation, but simply a bribe. They
interpret the finding that parents give money to their adult children
and grandchildren as an active inducement to get their children to
provide them with services. They assume that the parents would like
more contact with their children than they are prepared to offer. The
anticipation of a monetary gift in the form of an inter-vivo transfer is
thus a crude bribe designed to get the children to respond by offering
services as a direct repayment for the actual or potential monetary gift.
Consistent with the logic of the strategic bequest motive (Bernheim et

al. ), we might also simply assume that when the level of surplus
is substantial, the children extend help in the expectation of acquiring
some portion of these surplus resources. However, where such exchange
expectations are in effect, it follows that the more resources that elderly
people have, the more they can receive in turn.

By positing an indirect exchange motive Cox and Stark ()
provide something of a bridge between the economic literature on
altruism and exchange and the more sociological literature on norms
and obligations. The basic idea behind the ‘demonstration effect ’ is to
identify a mechanism by which children are socialised into accepting a
general normative pattern of obligation to help the elderly. Based on an
American study of , persons in a national sample of families and
households, Cox and Stark find that adult children who have young
children are likely to visit or call their parents ten more times a year
than adult children who are childless. The interpretation is that the
middle generation treats their parents how they would like to be
treated when they are aged. Cox and Stark assume stronger
demonstration effects from visits, telephone calls and the provision of
everyday services than from the giving of money, because the children
can see and understand what is happening. In sum, the demonstration
theory proposes another exchange effect ; namely, that you do not give
to the person from whom you expect the benefit. This theory focuses on
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the future exchange effect of children, by inculcating in their children
the norm about how elderly people should be treated so that the
children will give to them when they are grown up.

From an economic perspective, the distinction of altruism and
exchange is extremely important in the discussion of crowding out. In
the case of purely altruistic motives, the public transfer can crowd out
the private transfer, since it does not make any difference who provides
the service, only that it is available. By contrast, if giving is motivated
by exchange, crowding out may occur in some situations, but it would
not become a general phenomena (World Bank Policy Research
Report  : ). The economic literature on private intergenerational
transfers mainly confirms the position that pure altruism is not the
dominant motive (Bernheim et al.  ; Cox  ; Cox and Rank
 ; Cox and Jakubson  ; Schoeni ). Most of these authors
find evidence for exchange effects and conclude that public transfers do
not crowd out private transfers.$ In addition, Lampman and Smeeding
() showed that inter-family transfers diminished only slightly
between  and  despite a dramatic growth of public transfer
programmes during that period. But even a decrease in private
financial transfers from adult children to their parents in response to
growing public transfers, may be accompanied by an increase in
instrumental and emotional support. Different types of help received
by elderly people have to be taken into account when interpreting the
relationships of public transfers and family solidarity.

Other authors find less empirical support for exchange motives. For
example, Altonji et al. () and Bo$ rsch-Supan et al. () find only
weak evidence that money transfers from elderly people to their
children are an implicit payment for services that these children give to
their parents. On the other hand, Altonji et al. ( : ) also find that
there is a strong positive association between giving and receiving of
services between parents and their adult children. This finding supports
the exchange interpretation. But since these authors use cross-sectional
data, the exchange that occurs over time cannot be observed.% The
Asset and Health Dynamics study demonstrates the importance of earlier
transfers. Here McGarry and Schoeni ‘do not find evidence that
parents provide financial assistance to their children in exchange for
caregiving’ ( : ). In contrast, Henretta et al., using the same
data, find ‘substantial evidence that earlier parent-to-child financial
gifts play a role in determining which child in the family will provide
assistance’ ( : ). However, even stronger evidence for altruism
would not rule out evolving commitment, obligation, and reciprocity
as a result of giving. In other words, by extending the economic

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X99007205 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X99007205


There is more to receiving than needing 

question of the motivation for giving to incorporate the sociological
perspectives, we can see that mutual exchange within the family occurs
for many different reasons.

The crowding in hypothesis

If these inferences from theory are correct, then we would expect that
family solidarity should not decline in response to a growing welfare
state. We may find shifts between different types of help, but this could
hardly be identified as a process of crowding out of family solidarity in
general. Instead we propose a crowding in effect, namely that family
solidarity increases rather than declines in response to welfare
expansion. This relationship may be nonlinear. For example, in less
developed welfare systems the help given to elderly people may be
mainly motivated by the need of the recipient, so that an expansion
of the welfare system may cause crowding out to some degree. In
well-developed welfare systems, on the other hand, the help given to
elderly people may be more often stimulated by intimacy, exchange
expectations, and reciprocity, which will cause the reverse pattern of
crowding in to appear.& Even within the advanced welfare states, both
processes probably occur at the same time when the wealthier receive
services because they have something to return while poorer people
receive transfers and services simply because they are in need.
Therefore, both crowding in and crowding out may occur at the same
time, depending on the biography which describes the intimacy and
reciprocity of the parent-child relationship, the resources available,
and the amount of services and transfers provided by the public
redistribution system.

Evidence that crowding in is a conceptually important mechanism
that can be analysed by comparing modern societies is provided in an
empirical analysis of the saving behaviour of older people in Germany.
In this context, Bo$ rsch-Supan () proposes a theory of consumption
constraint or consumption exhaustion of the aged parents. Ana-
lysing German data on income and consumption (‘Einkommens- und

Verbrauchsstichprobe ’), he observes, that, immediately after retiring,
elderly persons increase consumption by actively engaging in hobbies,
travel, and general consumption. This requires that they draw on their
current income and possibly decrease their savings pool. A decrease in
saving occurs for about five years, then saving remains stable, but
thereafter there is clear evidence that savings increase. The results are
robust since these observations were also found in other waves of this
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study (Bo$ rsch-Supan and Stahl  ; Bo$ rsch-Supan ). Since
similar analyses in other countries like USA and Japan do not show this
pattern, Bo$ rsch-Supan argues that elderly people in Germany have as
much or even more money than their adult children because the
German pension system is over-annuitised. The result is more income
than spending. In his view the outcome of this process is an inefficient
system. Adult children transfer their present earnings to elderly people
in the form of a public pension, and elderly people give back their
savings as a monetary gift or a bequest to their children. This anomaly
arises because consumption declines with age, income from a public
pension is high and protected against inflation, and savings increase. In
this situation elderly people are then left with few options. What else
can they do with the increased savings other than offer them to
strangers or as a current gift or a reluctant bequest to their children and
grandchildren?

While the increase in savings might explain why parents give money,
it does not provide an adequate framework for understanding why
their adult children provide services for their parents. Here, the
sociological and economic arguments we reviewed help to complete the
picture. Extending the Bo$ rsch-Supan argument to include our focus
on the role of exchange, reciprocity and intimacy, we should expect a
stronger pattern of giving and receiving in countries that have generous
welfare states, where the per capita income is relatively high and older
people have more resources to give than are available in less generous
welfare states.

Data and methods

To explore the relationship between different levels of welfare spending
and the level of support for elderly people, comparisons over a long
time period using cross-sectional data are not sufficient. Apparent
changes in the level of family solidarity may be caused by changes in
the demography, or be due to different methodologies. Probably the
best way to study crowding out and crowding in effects would be to
analyse longitudinal data that also show evidence of a significant
change in the welfare system between two waves of observation. To our
knowledge, such data do not exist. In this article, we therefore compare
countries that represent different levels of welfare spending.

The empirical basis of our study is a survey conducted for the
Commonwealth Fund in the spring of . To our knowledge, this is
the only recent international comparative dataset with a substantial
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number of cases of older persons, that includes questions on the
exchange between parents and adult children. A cross-section of ,
people aged  and older was interviewed in the United States (n¯
), Canada (n¯ ), the United Kingdom (n¯ ), West
Germany (n¯ ), and Japan (n¯ ). A household member aged
 or older was asked to respond to questions about his or her life and
living arrangements, daily activities, social and family contacts, work,
life satisfaction, family and informal support, access to and use of health
care services, and attitudes toward health services and the health
system in their country.' The dataset poses most of the common
problems and limitations associated with secondary data analysis. We
shall address these limitations throughout the discussion. But the
unique advantage of this cross-national study is that it permits us to
compare countries with different levels of welfare spending with respect
to the extent of giving and receiving and, further, to see if there is
evidence of a reciprocity effect in each country.

We first present data about the type, the level and the intensity of
help given by adult children in the five countries. The survey includes
questions on four types of help with the following wording:

Do your children and their families help when you are ill or when your
wife}husband is ill ; take care of your house; help you out with money; drive
you places, such as the doctor, shopping or church often, occasionally or
never?

Here we would expect to find substantial differences between the five
countries : if the crowding out argument is correct, then we would
expect to find that the most generous systems show the least family
help. If we do not find support for the crowding out hypothesis, this
theory of the interplay between the family and the state needs to be
modified. Our discussion of the conditions under which crowding out
is likely to occur point to another direction: growing levels of welfare
state spending might weaken the norms of responsibility as well as help
given to the parents motivated by altruism, but at the same time it
might strengthen intimacy and reciprocity-oriented behaviour, as well
as giving in expectation of exchange within the families. This would
result in a crowding in effect.

If reciprocity is in effect, elderly people are not merely passive
recipients of help, they actively contribute resources to their adult
children. According to the logic of the exchange theories and the
reciprocity argument, this giving of help should increase in turn the
probability that they receive help. Strong effects of mutual exchange in
each country, controlling for need and family resources, would add
plausibility to the crowding in hypothesis, although this is not a strong
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test of the hypothesis. We use regressions on the receiving of help in all
five countries, controlling for demographic variables, the need of the
recipient, and family resources. The dependent variable, receiving
help, is based on the four measures of support : help around the house ;
help with transportation; help with money; and help when sick. The
three categories defining the dependent variable are: no help received
at all ; at least one of the four types of help received occasionally ; and
at least one type of help received often. Since we do not know whether
these categories are clearly ordinal, we used multinominal logistic
regression.(

What elderly people receive

Table  describes what the respondents with living children received
from their adult children and their families. Those with living children
account for about  per cent of all persons aged  or more in these
countries (between five per cent in Japan and  per cent in Canada
have no living child). The table is based on the respondents’ perception
of the help they received from their children and their families.
Information on four kinds of help and their intensity are provided.
Three-quarters or more report that they receive some help from their
children and their families in every country. This means that up to 
per cent (in the USA) do not receive any help when they are sick, with
the care of their home, with transportation and with money. From
Table  we see that Japan is the country where most of the parents
report receiving any kind of help from their children and their families
( per cent), closely followed by Germany ( per cent). If we rule out
help with money, in both of these countries,  per cent report
receiving help with services. In the UK and Canada, these percentages
are about  per cent lower. In the USA, only  per cent report
receiving any help, and  per cent report receiving any service. The
difference between any help and any service is small in each of these
five countries, and this makes clear that help with money is nearly
always accompanied by help with services : in no country do we find a
larger group that receives help only with money.

When looking at the different types of help received, we see that
there is a striking difference between Japan and the other countries : in
Japan,  per cent receive help with money and  per cent receive
help with taking care of the house. Furthermore, both these types of
help were reported to be received more often than in any other country.
Minor differences in this direction can be found in the other two types
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T . What elderly people with living children receive from their

children and their families

Canada Japan UK FRG USA

%
. Help when ill

Often
Occasionally
Never

±
±
±

±
±
±

±
±
±

±
±
±

±
±
±

. Take care of house
Often
Occasionally
Never

±
±
±

±
±
±

±
±
±

±
±
±

±
±
±

. Help with transport
Often
Occasionally
Never

±
±
±

±
±
±

±
±
±

±
±
±

±
±
±

. Help out with money
Often
Occasionally
Never

±
±
±

±
±
±

±
±
±

±
±
±

±
±
±

Any service (– of above)
Any help (– of above)

±
±

±
±

±
±

±
±

±
±

n(¯ %)     

of help as well. However, Table  is misleading because it does not take
into account co-residence. The question wording permits the re-
spondent to mention help given by children living in the same
household. Therefore, the results shown include cases where children
residing in the same household take care of the house. Differences in the
pattern of receiving help between the countries reflect different
patterns of living arrangements. Table  therefore presents the same
data as Table , but excludes respondents currently living with at least
one of their children. The differences between Table  and Table  in
the percentages receiving help are dramatic only for Japan, a country
where  per cent co-reside, as compared with the other countries,
where between eight per cent (USA) and  per cent (Canada) live
with at least one of their children. The difference between Japan and
the other countries virtually disappears once we take co-residence into
account. Japan appears as an outlier, because so many elderly people
live with their children.

Table  shows that Germany is the country where the receipt of help
from children outside the household is strongest :  per cent report that
they receive at least one of these four types of help from their children
and their families. With respect to receiving services, the percentage in
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T . What elderly people with living children and no child in their

households receive from their children and their families

Canada Japan UK FRG USA

%
. Help when ill

Often
Occasionally
Never

±
±
±

±
±
±

±
±
±

±
±
±

±
±
±

. Take care of house
Often
Occasionally
Never

±
±
±

±
±
±

±
±
±

±
±
±

±
±
±

. Help with transport
Often
Occasionally
Never

±
±
±

±
±
±

±
±
±

±
±
±

±
±
±

. Help out with money
Often
Occasionally
Never

±
±

±

±
±
±

±
±
±

±
±
±

±
±
±

Any service (– of above)
Any help (– of above)

±
±

±
±

±
±

±
±

±
±

n(¯ %)     

Germany reporting that they do not receive help with transportation
or help when ill is remarkably lower than in the other countries. In
addition, except for a minor difference in the UK, a lower percentage
report not receiving help with care of the house in Germany compared
with the other countries. The only striking exception to this pattern is
the receiving of help with money which is reported more frequently in
Japan and the UK. In addition, when comparing the categories of
receiving help often or occasionally, the results show that a higher
percentage receive help often with money and with care of the house in
the UK and Japan.

In summary what we see is that Germany is the country where
elderly people are most likely to receive help from children outside the
household. By contrast, the UK is the country where help, when it is
given, is given most often. The USA is the country where help is
received the least often and it is also the country with the highest
percentage of elderly people who do not receive any help at all from
their children. Canada and Japan fall in between these extremes,
except for money transfers in Japan, where nearly  per cent receive
help with money from their children.

What do these patterns suggest with respect to the argument that a
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generous welfare state crowds out the giving of family help? Given the
crowding out thesis, we should see clear differences, since the welfare
systems are far from identical. The USA and UK have lower
replacement ratios for social security and old age pension as compared
with Germany. As Casmir () has shown, the net replacement ratio
for an average production worker (according to the OECD) with 
years of services is  per cent in the USA,  per cent in UK and 
per cent in Germany. Germany, than, seems to have the most generous
system. Another way of comparing countries for their welfare systems
is to look at poverty rates or income distributions. Smeeding et al.
() have shown with data from the Luxembourg Income Study that
poverty rates among elderly people, (using  per cent of the median
adjusted national income) were much higher in the USA and UK than
in Germany:  per cent for the UK,  per cent for the USA,  per
cent for Canada and  per cent for Germany. Furthermore, Germany
is the country with the highest welfare state spending for old age,
survivors and disability transfers : in  the level of spending was six
per cent of GDP in Japan and Canada, seven per cent in the USA, and
nine per cent in UK, as compared to  per cent in Germany
(excluding the former GDR, otherwise  per cent; OECD  : ff).
Note that these differences in welfare state spending in relation to GDP
are also influenced by the demography in these countries.

Financial help should therefore be more common in Japan, UK,
USA and Canada than in Germany. Only in Japan and the UK do we
find that help with money is given more frequently than in the other
countries. Of course, where there is a more generous pension system,
older people do not need to receive as much help with money from their
children. But, as we have argued earlier, less need for help with money
might result in a crowding in of services. Here the German case is the
clearest example of a more generous social security system that has not
had the effect of crowding out family solidarity in general : elderly
people in Germany do not even receive much less help with money, as
the crowding out thesis would suggest. And those who receive help with
money in fact receive it more often (eight per cent) as compared with
the USA (four per cent) and Canada (six per cent). Furthermore,
looking at the other types of help, Germany has the lowest percentage
who do not receive any help. In sum, these findings do not support the
crowding out thesis that would predict lower family support in
Germany than for example in the USA. On the other hand, there seems
to be some evidence for the hypothesis of a nonlinear relationship
between the state and the family: The receiving of help is reported most
frequently in both the most and the least developed welfare systems.
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Although these findings are broadly consistent with other recent
international comparative studies (for example Hogan and Spencer
 ; Walker ), some limitations of the study affect comparability.
From the Five Nation Survey we are not able to distinguish whether the
help came from sons or daughters or both, or from their wives,
husbands or children – and to whom in the household this help was
given. And we do not have information on the welfare position of the
adult children and their families, which influences their respective
resources available to give help. Finally, the answering categories and
question wordings, especially ‘help out with money’, are very broad.
This category may include a combination of loans as well as occasional
gifts, which we cannot distinguish. The ambiguity of the questions
asked in the survey might explain why the receiving of help with money
seems more widespread than other studies suggest (Attias-Donfut  ;
Bengtson and Harootyan  ; Motel and Spieß ). In general, the
specific question wording is of great importance for the results :
MacGarry and Schoeni (), for example, find differences in the
results of the Panel Study of Income Dynamics and the Health and Retirement

Survey, where giving time to elderly parents varies between  per cent
and  per cent depending on the wording of the questions.
Furthermore, some studies include all respondents in calculations
rather than restricting the sample to those with living children. Possibly
for this reason, the Eurobarometer reports less than  per cent of older
people receiving regular help with personal care or household tasks in
West Germany and the UK (Walker  : ). Finally, some caution
is needed in comparing the results across countries, because of
differences in the relevance of specific types of help, and difficulties in
interpreting the cultural meaning of the terms ‘occasionally ’ and
‘often’. However, the strength of this dataset is the use of identical
question wording within the same sampling frame.

While the data presented in Table  provide evidence that
contradicts the crowding out hypothesis, the question of mutual
exchange between generations within family can be answered in more
detail. Does giving by elderly people reinforce what they get from their
children after taking need and other factors into account?

The impact of giving on receiving

The data we present in this section are based on the intuitive premise
that there is more to receiving than needing. The act of giving by
parents stimulates the readiness of their children to offer a service in
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return. The act of receiving a service in turn releases the impulse to
give. There is no easy way to identify which action initiates the giving
and receiving process. Therefore the search for causality is misleading.
Our thesis is that reciprocal relations reinforce each other and help to
explain the pattern of what parents receive from their adult children.

The aim of our regression models is not to explain in detail who
receives help, but to test whether the giving of services by elderly
parents contributes to the explanation of their receiving help, while
controlling for other variables. We first briefly comment on each of the
variables used in the regressions. Because of space limitations we do not
report frequencies for all countries. These are completely reported in
Louis Harris Inc. ().

A first set of variables takes into account the need to get help. The
most readily available index of need is health status. The survey
included five different health related measures : a subjective health
scale ; the frequency of severe pain; the number of contacts with a
doctor within the last six months; the number of days spent in a
hospital ; and a -item activities of daily living instrument (ADL}
IADL). These health measures are related in different ways to the
receiving of help across countries. For example, in the USA the
question of subjective health is often answered more positively,
whereas in Germany nearly no one rates his}her health to be
‘excellent ’. This is obviously not because of poorer health but reflects
cultural differences. The more ‘objective ’ health measure of the
number of contacts made with a doctor also reveals differences. For
example, in Japan, elderly people seem to have contact with a doctor
more often – which again does not imply worse health. Even within a
country, one seldom knows the true reason why a patient contacts a
doctor. People might visit a doctor simply because they feel lonely or
because they need a regular prescription. Finally, the ADL}IADL
measure allows only for variation within the group of those who are
frail, sick or disabled; most other cases will have a value of zero.

To create a variable which takes into account both the subjective
and the objective health situation and which minimises the effects of
cultural differences, we use factor scores based on non-linear principal
component analyses on the following variables : subjective health; the
frequency of severe pain; the number of contacts with a doctor or days
spent in a hospital ; and the ADL}IADL measure.)

Health, however, is not the only indicator of need. People who live
alone might be more in need of certain services than those who live with
others. And people who have difficulties in meeting their regular
expenses also have needs which are not measured by health.
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T . Multinominal logistic regressions on the receiving of help (only people with living children ; exponents of coefficients

except for constant)

Canada Japan UK
Step  Step. Step. Step. Step. Step.

Occ. Often Occ. Often Occ. Often Occ. Often Occ. Often Occ. Often

Age ±* ±* ±* ±* ± ±* ±* ±* ±* ±* ±* ±*
Sex: Female ±* ±* ±* ±* ± ± ± ± ± ±* ± ±*
Health ± ±* ± ±* ± ± ± ± ± ± ± ±

Meeting basic regular
expenses :
Somewhat difficult ±* ± ±* ± ± ± ± ± ± ± ± ±
Very difficult ±* ± ±* ± ± ± ± ± ± ± ± ±
Extremely difficult ± ± ± ± ± ± ± ± ± ± ± ±

Living arrangement:
Alone ± ± ± ± ± ± ± ±* ±* ± ±* ±
With child}children ± ±* ±* ±* ±* ±* ±* ±* ±* ±* ±* ±*

Number of children ±* ±* ±* ±* ±* ±* ±* ±* ±* ±* ±* ±*

Giving help to children – – ±* ±* – – ±* ±* – – ±* ±*
Constant (B) ®±* ®±* ®±* ®±* ®± ®±* ®±* ®±* ®±* ®±* ®±* ®±*

Number of cases      
Pseudo r-square ± . ± ± ± ±
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FRG USA
Step. Step. Step. Step.

Occ. Often Occ. Often Occ. Often Occ. Often

Age ± ±* ± ±* ± ± ± ±
Sex: Female ± ± ± ± ±* ±* ±* ±*
Health ± ± ± ± ± ±* ± ±*

Meeting basic regular
expenses :
Somewhat difficult ± ± ± ± ± ± ± ±
Very difficult ± ± ± ± ±* ±* ±* ±*
Extremely difficult ± ± ± ± ±* ± ±* ±

Living arrangement:
Alone ± ± ± ± ±* ±* ±* ±*
With child}children ± ±* ± ±* ±* ±* ±* ±*

Number of children ± ±* ± ± ±* ±* ±* ±*

Giving help to children – – ±* ±* – – ± ±*

Constant (B) ®± ®± ®± ®±* ®± ®± ®± ®

Number of cases    
Pseudo r-square ± . ± ±

*¯p! .. Reference categories : Receiving help¯never ; sex¯male; expenses¯no difficulties ; living arrangement¯ living with others ; giving help to
children¯no.
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Unfortunately, we could not include income into the model, because of
the frequency of missing values ( per cent across all countries ; up to
 per cent in the UK). For these reasons, our model includes not only
the health dimension, with sex and age as controls, but variables for the
living arrangements (a dummy variable coded one for people living
alone), and a variable measuring the difficulties in meeting basic
regular expenses.

Of course, need itself is only one side of the coin. A second set of
variables takes into account the fact that some elderly people might
have greater access to help when in need. Access increases when there
is more than one child. Similar widening of access to help applies when
the children live closer to or with their parents. For these reasons our
model includes the number of children, and a second dummy variable
on the living arrangements coded  for those who live with at least one
of their children. For each country, the first column in Table  shows
the effects of these variables on the receiving of help. In general, most
of the coefficients point in the expected directions although there are
variations in the level and significance across countries. For example,
the probability of receiving help tends to increase with age in all
countries except the USA. In Canada and the USA those with a worse
health situation are more likely to receive help, whereas in Japan, UK
and Germany the receiving of help is less strongly associated with the
health of the respondent. However, these variables serve as controls,
and since health and age are correlated, the coefficients should be
interpreted with caution. The subjective financial situation shows an
even more varied pattern. In general, the higher the difficulties in
meeting basic regular expenses, the more likely will the elderly person
receive occasional help. Only in the UK are those in financial need
more likely to receive help often. However, most of these coefficients are
not significant. The probability of receiving help tends to increase
significantly in all countries both with the number of children and co-
residence.

The main purposes of our analysis was to determine whether giving
makes an independent contribution to the probability of receiving help,
once we control for need and access. From the Five Nation Survey we
know in some detail what elderly people receive from their children and
their families, but the study failed to ask in detail what they give to their
family members – with one exception. There is one useable question:
about the giving of baby-sitting help. This variable clearly does not
cover the whole range of support parents might give to their adult
children. Furthermore, we do not know whether there are grand-
children and whether their grandchildren are within an age range that
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makes baby-sitting necessary. For example, the children of very old
people might be aged  to , their grandchildren  to . Aside from
great grandchildren, there might be less need for very old people to
provide baby-sitting help. However, we can use this variable as a proxy
for family solidarity. The Five Nation Survey allows us to test whether this
giving of services helps to explain variations in what elderly people in
all five countries receive.

When entering into the regression our measure of what respondents
give to their children, none of the other coefficients change dramatic-
ally. In all countries the giving of services leads to a better prediction
of whether the parents get help. For example, in Canada and in USA
respondents who give baby-sitting help are twice as likely to receive
help often, compared with those who are not engaged in baby-sitting.
In Japan, UK and Germany, the effects seem to be even stronger. This
means, holding need and access constant, those who give have higher
probabilities of receiving. Although the cross-sectional data do not
permit us to identify the direction of causality, and although we cannot
identify the motives underlying this exchange, evidence for the effect of
reciprocity is demonstrated. These findings support the various
reciprocity and exchange theories reviewed earlier, and provide further
evidence that crowding out is less likely to occur.

Of course, our model still has shortcomings. One problem is that we
do not know precisely who the receiver of help is. The questionnaire
only asks whether their own children or their families help the
respondent or spouse. Individual characteristics of health for example
might not be the control variable of interest. This might account for the
relatively low explanatory power of our models. Furthermore, our data
do not permit us to explore dimensions of emotional support, intimacy
and affection.

In addition, the survey failed to ask questions about proximity. That
adult children provide services to their parents and that they in turn
provide regular baby-sitting depends on the physical proximity of
parents and children to each other. But a variety of current empirical
studies show that, despite the expectation of high geographic mobility,
children do tend to live reasonably close. A recent German study for
example reports that  per cent of people aged  to  have at
least one child living within two hours reach (Kohli et al. ). Similar
results are reported for other countries : for the USA cf. Hoyert (),
for Japan Morioka ( : ), and for Canada Rosenthal ( :
). Better data on proximity would be useful, particularly if they are
supplemented by information on travel time.

Another problem is that we do not know in detail what parents give
to their adult children. Since baby-sitting is only one specific type of
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help, we do not know how many help their children, for example, in
household tasks. Furthermore, there are some studies that show that
elderly people provide their adult children with income and that the
value of these financial contributions can be quite substantial
(Rosenzweig and Wolpin  ; Bengtson and Harootyan  ; Gale
and Scholz  ; Attias-Donfut  ; Motel and Speiß ). Parents
can also provide their children with other forms of help, such as co-
residence or loans. Many studies seem to point in a direction which
suggests that, although on average elderly people tend to have less
money than their adult children, they are nevertheless more likely to
give than to receive money. On the other hand, their children are less
likely to have time, but they seem to offer more time-related services to
their parents even though the latter have more time. In this context,
the measure of what elderly people give clearly needs further
differentiation.

Finally, there are at least four possible ways that a need can be met.
First, need can be met through the market ; individuals with sufficient
resources can purchase what they need in the market. No useable
information on income is available from this survey. The subjective
assessment of one’s financial situation only makes a small contribution
to the model. This may be the case because of the effects of exchange
expectations and reciprocity: some people might get help just because
they have given before, not because they are in strong need. And others
might get help just because they potentially have something to give.
Second, relatives other than children and their families could be
available to provide some help. Again, the survey covers no information
on these relatives and their help. However, the literature shows that
children and their families are the main resources of help for older
people aside from their spouses (Cantor  ; Walker ), and so the
lack of information on help received from other relatives is not
important. Third, some needs can be met through the services of friends
and neighbours. The survey asked for informal help only when
problems in meeting the activities of daily living were mentioned and
when the respondent received assistance in these activities. The small
number of such cases made the variable unusable. Fourth, and possibly
most obvious, the state provides for the needs of elderly people through
the well-developed system of transfers and service available in the
welfare state. Children, then, do not need to care for their parents, since
the state covers most services. While more detailed data would be
necessary to clarify the first three points, we have presented some
evidence from an international comparison that shows that there is no
support for this fourth hypothesis, taking different types of help into
account.
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Conclusion

The main argument and conclusions are now summarised and the
policy implications considered. We interpret our data on the type and
levels of help received by elderly people from their adult children in five
different countries as evidence to show the limits of the crowding out
hypothesis. What emerges from our study is the striking position of
Germany, a country with a strong welfare state and yet with the
highest rate of elderly people receiving some form of help from their
children. By contrast, the data for the United States, with a relatively
weak welfare state, show a surprisingly weak pattern of family
solidarity. Admittedly, the United States has a strong commitment to
associational democracy as measured by volunteering and help from
friends and neighbours. Whether this form of social capital can offset
the weak state and family ties remains an open question. The United
Kingdom also has a weak welfare state, but a relatively strong level of
family commitment, especially when measured in terms of financial
help;  per cent of aged parents receive help with money from
children outside the household and  per cent receive it often. This is
the second strongest level of financial support among our five countries.
At the same time the United Kingdom poverty level is also the most
severe. Clearly the overall pattern is quite varied. It seems that the
German data show a pattern where the state and family are
complementary, the United States suggests a pattern of double retreat
by the family and the state, and the UK some offsetting where a weak
public pension system is supplemented by family help in response to
economic need. Overall, however, these findings do not support the
argument that a generous public transfer and health care system would
undermine family solidarity in general.

Other studies have argued that there has been no decline in family
help, even when viewed over a long period of time (Finch ).
Earlier studies using international comparative data showed a
comparably high level of family support for older people (for example,
Shanas et al. ). These findings support an argument against the
crowding out hypothesis, although they are not tests of the hypothesis.
Our study, based on an empirical comparison of five countries, adds
further support against a global crowding out hypothesis.

But our study tries to make a stronger argument, namely that the
generosity of the state has reinforced family solidarity by promoting a
pattern of crowding in. We have explored this hypothesis indirectly by
showing that, after need and resources are taken into account, the
giving of services by elderly people contributes additionally to the
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explanation of what they receive from their children. To take account
of need, we made use of measures of health, age, living arrangements,
and economic situation. For the concept of family resources we used the
number of living children and co-residence. What the regressions show
is a significant contribution of giving on the receiving of help: there is
more to receiving than needing in all five countries.*

Our interpretation draws on a theoretical and logical connection
between reciprocity at the individual level and welfare spending at the
macro level : the more resources that older people have, the more they
are able to give resources to their children and grandchildren. This in
turn reinforces the pattern of giving and receiving. This reading of the
data is consistent with the work of Bo$ rsch-Supan. He demonstrates that
in the case of Germany, a generous welfare system leaves older people
with more resources than they need. This may account for both why
elderly people give resources to their children and why the parents in
Germany still receive various types of help more often than in the other
countries.

We were not able to analyse the connection between changing
resource levels and reciprocity directly. For example it seems possible
that both crowding in and crowding out may occur in different
situations. If this is true, all we can say is that the effects of crowding
in seem to be stronger overall than those of crowding out. Here,
qualitative studies may help to identify the specific situations where
these effects takes place. Clearly, further research using longitudinal
data is needed; at best with more detailed information on proximity,
intimacy, the motivations of giving, information on the resources of the
givers and receivers, and – most obvious – a clear definition of who
receives what kind of help within a given time frame as well as over the
whole lifecourse.

Although we have to admit that further research is needed to explain
the relationship of welfare state spending and family solidarity in more
detail, we like to draw some tentative implications for social policy.
Our data suggest that the crowding out hypothesis must be rejected.
Rather, we find some indirect evidence to support the crowding in
hypothesis. Increasing levels of welfare society spending for older
people do what was originally intended: it provides more welfare for
elderly people. This in turn strengthens family solidarity. The German
formal support system appears to reinforce the informal system of
children providing services for their parents. From the economic
perspective, this seems like an odd way to do business : taxing the
current generation for the social transfers that older people receive and
then having them repay it indirectly in the form of transfers, services,
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and bequests. However inefficient such a complex indirect strategy
might appear to the economist, from a sociological perspective it is
eminently sensible. On the basis of our analysis we conclude that a
reduction in welfare spending may create less family solidarity, the
reverse of what supporters of a smaller welfare state would predict.
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NOTES

 To give another example: A recent study of the impact of the expansion of
Medicaid on the reduction of employer-based health insurance in the private
sector reports a  per cent crowding out effect (Cutler and Gruber ).

 The legislative intention to implement state services for elderly people might have
been simply to free the family from the burden of caring for their parents, for
example enabling women to further participate in the labour force. To describe
such an intended and successful attempt to reduce family burden as crowding out
would be misleading, since every welfare improvement might be labelled that
way. From our point of view, the concept of crowding out applies only to an
unintended by-product of some other development (for example when a rising
level of pensions crowds out family solidarity in general, not simply private
financial transfers to pensioners).

 The concept of pure altruism might have little empirical evidence anyway. For
example, when altruism is associated with a ‘ joy of giving’ or a ‘warm glow’ then
the behaviour might persist even when the need is met, or giving takes place even
if there is no need at all. This has been labelled ‘ impure altruism’ (Andreoni
). The same applies when the donor expects to get valued approval from the
act of giving or from signaling income (Glazer and Konrad ). And the donor
might continue to give even when the need is met because he feels that the level
of public provision remains inadequate and his contribution acts as a supplement.
When the level of public provision is regarded as being adequate he might
withdraw his donation from that specific activity and donate to other programmes
or people (Schiff ). In all these examples it follows that crowding out will not
occur completely.

 Of course, the puzzle is even more complex, because economists tend to interpret
the giving to people in need (or at least to people in a worse economic position
compared to the donor) as being altruistically motivated. But on the individual
level exchange expectations are not ruled out where giving is based on the need
of the recipient. This inconsistency is possible because motives are imputed rather
than observed. Furthermore, in economic terms reciprocity may be the outcome
of two-way altruism, where each recipient of transfers and services reciprocates to
the other with an altruistic rather than exchange motive (Cox and Rank ).
From a sociological point of view such mutual exchange is unaffected by
reciprocity.
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 We are grateful to Donald Cox for calling our attention to this possible
nonlinearity of the relationship between the level of welfare spending and the
crowding in and crowding out phenomena.

 Telephone interviews were used in the United States and Canada, and in-person
interviews in the United Kingdom, West Germany, and Japan. Survey results are
weighted to provide estimates that are representative of the full  population
in each country (Louis Harris Inc. ). Previous publications using this dataset
mainly focused on health (Rowland ) and participation (Rein and Salzman
 ; Kohli and Ku$ nemund )

 For example, four types of help received occasionally might together be weighted
more or less than one type of help often. For the same reason it is not appropriate
to construct an additive index. For details on logistic regression see for example
Hosmer and Lemeshow () or DeMaris (). We used P of the ALMO-
package for the regressions (Holm ).

 The nonlinear principal component analysis were performed by the PRINCALS
procedure of the SPSS package (for details on this procedure see Gifi ), all
variables were treated as ordinal :

Canada Japan UK FRG USA

Component loadings
Health ± ± ± ± ±
Pain ± ± ± ± ±
Doctor ± ± ± ± ±
ADL}IADL ± ± ± ± ±

Eigenvalues ± ± ± ± ±

 Horwitz et al. (), in a study of families with mentally ill members, also found
a significant effect of giving on receiving. They used a comparable model but
fewer variables and cases.
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