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Abstract

Childlessness is an increasingly common condition in many European 
societies. The consequences that this demographic phenomenon might have 
on welfare systems—and long-term care policies in particular—are wide-
spread. This is particularly the case for the familistic welfare states of South-
ern Europe. Using data from the 2003 Italian GGS, the article explores the 
relation between the absence of children and support received in later life. 
Overall, the results support the idea that in Italy elderly nonparents, com-
pared with those who have children, do not face significantly large support 
deficits in terms of the likelihood of receiving support. However, it is shown 
that they are likely to miss those forms of support that are most needed in 
the case of bad health. Next, the childless are more likely to be helped by 
nonrelatives and not-for-profit organizations and to a lesser extent by the 
welfare system.
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Introduction

Childlessness1 is an increasingly common condition in many European 
societies (Rowland, 2007). Although particularly marked in Germany and 
Austria, this trend is also occurring to a lesser extent in Southern Europe. The 
consequences that this demographic phenomenon might have on European 
welfare systems, especially on long-term care policies, are widespread. In 
particular, if the absence of children is connected with social isolation and 
lack of support in later life, then it is clear that, ceteris paribus, the rising 
rates of childlessness will lead to an increased demand for the public provi-
sion of long-term care services.

To date, sociological and demographic research on childlessness has 
mainly focused on three aspects: (a) the factors that explain increasing child-
lessness rates (Gonzaléz & Jurado, 2006; Hoem, Neyer, & Andersson, 2006; 
Mencarini & Tanturri, 2006), (b) the consequences that the absence of chil-
dren has on the psychological and physical well-being of adult individuals 
(Hansen, 2011; Jeffries & Konnert, 2002; Nomaguchi and Milkie, 2003; 
Weitof, Burstrom, & Rosen, 2004), and (c) the effect of childlessness on the 
risk of social isolation and lack of social support in old age (Keizer, Dykstra, 
& Poortman, 2010; O’Briant, 1985; Pinquart, 2003; Wenger, Dykstra, Tuula, 
& Knipscheer, 2007). The present study is framed within the third of these 
research strands. In particular, contributing to the existing literature on 
Nordic and Continental European countries, it addresses the issue of whether 
childless people in Italy are at a higher risk of lacking support in old age 
compared with parents. The study of the relation between the absence of 
children and the lack of support in a Southern European country is of particu-
lar importance first of all because of the dearth of empirical research on this 
topic for Mediterranean societies and, second, because of the familistic nature 
of the Italian welfare system, that is, the provision of public (social and eco-
nomic) support is quite limited, and the largest part of individuals’ well-
being strongly depends on the informal support received from the family 
(Saraceno, 2010).

In this study, we expand the “standard” analysis of the effect of childless-
ness on support networks in old age. Besides focusing on support received in 
later life, we also consider differences—between parents and nonparents—in 
patterns of support exchange at early (and still fecund) ages. In fact, the few 
existing longitudinal studies on the topic have highlighted that, throughout 
their entire life courses, nonparents adopt a series of strategies to adapt to 
their condition, thereby preventing social isolation (Wenger, 2009). Owing to 
data unavailability, we are forced to use cross-sectional data. Nevertheless, 
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by considering individuals in a range of ages, we indirectly observe how, 
along their life courses, the childless progressively adapt their social networks 
to the absence of children.2

The aim of the article is twofold. First, since previous research has shown 
that, independently of being childless or childfree, nonparents adapt early in 
their lives to their status, we want to establish the extent to which young 
childless people “compensate” for the lack of children by investing more in 
their extended family and nonfamily networks. Second, addressing the main 
question at the basis of our research, we analyze the relation between the 
absence of children and support received in later life, thus assessing if and to 
what extent Italian nonparents face support deficits in old age.

The argument is developed as follows: In the first section of the article we 
set the theoretical framework of the study. Then, we briefly review recent 
literature on the relation between the absence of children and the risks of 
social isolation and lack of support in old age. Next, we analyze the specific 
characteristics of the Italian case, with regard to both recent trends in child-
lessness rate and the consequences that its increase might have on elderly 
people’s support networks, given the specific characteristics of the Italian 
welfare system. After presenting the data and the analytic strategy, we report 
and discuss the results of our analyses in the fifth part. The final section con-
cludes by examining the implications of our findings for the future develop-
ment of long-term care policies in Italy.

Theoretical Background
Previous studies have consistently documented the importance of social net-
works for individuals’ well-being. Across countries and in different family 
and welfare systems, the quality, frequency, and intensity of social interac-
tions with others and the exchange of emotional, social, and financial support 
have always been found to be important determinants of an individual’s 
social inclusion. The centrality of the family in these processes is unques-
tionable. Family networks are at the core of an individual’s social embedded-
ness: not only do they usually provide the largest amount of support that an 
individual needs throughout her/his life, they also act as a bridge between the 
individual and society. Parent–child relations play the most important role 
within the family network, and this is particularly the case for elderly indi-
viduals (Choi, 1994; Dykstra & Hagestad, 2007a; Furstenberg, 2005; Shanas 
& Sussman, 1977, 1981). It is not surprising, therefore, that it has often been 
argued in the literature that the childless—and in particular, the childless 
elderly—are a vulnerable group in the population, in that they are at risk of 
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being socially isolated, lacking assistance in case of deteriorating health, and 
being institutionalized at earlier ages than parents. It is also argued that, from 
the perspective of social policy, increasing childlessness rates may be a chal-
lenge—in addition to that of population ageing—to the current configuration 
of the systems of long-term care provision. This would be particularly the 
case for welfare systems like those of Southern European countries, which 
rely strongly on economic support and care provided by the family.

To analyze differences among support networks systematically, however, 
a simple comparison between parents and nonparents in their likelihoods of 
receiving support in old age would do less than justice to the complexity of 
the topic. A more convincing theoretical framework is needed. First, we need 
to distinguish between the different dimensions of support networks (i.e., type 
and source of support) along which the two groups can be compared. Second, 
on the basis of the different restrictions (e.g., time, health, and economic 
resources) and preferences (e.g., traditional family or postfamilial social par-
ticipation), we put forward a set of possible theoretical explanations for why 
support networks of parents and nonparents might differ.

Type of Support
In the analysis of individuals’ social networks, we can schematically identify 
two main dimensions along which to plot differences between parents and 
nonparents: social contact and support exchange. Both these measures have 
been used in previous studies on the relation between childlessness and 
social network characteristics (e.g., Wenger et al., 2007). However, although 
the analysis of social contact, that is, contact with family and nonfamily 
members, participation in parish activities, membership of sport clubs, and 
so on—might serve as a good proxy for an individual’s social inclusion, it is 
not particularly useful if we want to shed light on the possible support defi-
cits faced by nonparents in old age. Thus, our main interest is in the analysis 
of the second dimension, that of support exchange. Of course, there are dif-
ferent types of support that individuals can exchange, but broadly speaking 
we can distinguish three classes: financial help, instrumental help, and emo-
tional support. Financial support concerns all the types of economic help 
received by individuals, such as money or gifts. Three subtypes of support 
are identified in the class of instrumental help: first, help with practical 
household tasks—such as transportation, gardening, cleaning; second, help 
with personal care—which refers to activities such as washing, getting 
dressed, and so on; third, help with paperwork—for example, paying bills, 
dealing with social and health care services. Emotional support involves 
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activities such as providing companionship and giving moral help. This latter 
form of support is not always straightforwardly distinguishable from social 
contact. However, it is generally addressed in surveys by a set of questions—
that is, ones enquiring about support received or provided—different from 
those collecting information on social contact.

Sources of Support
Since we are particularly interested in determining the extent to which, in 
the next few decades, increasing childlessness rates may lead to increased 
demand for public welfare, it is important to distinguish among different 
types of support providers. We identified four different sources of support: 
the nuclear and extended family, nonfamily members (e.g., friends, neigh-
bors, and colleagues), not-for-profit organizations (e.g., the parish, philan-
thropic, or voluntary organizations), public welfare (e.g., health care system, 
social services, etc.).

Restrictions and Preferences
The characteristics of individuals’ support networks in later life are the 
results of both current circumstances and choices and circumstances at ear-
lier ages (Allan, 1989). Clearly, both current circumstances and past lives are 
affected by the presence or absence of children. Moreover, not being (vs. 
being) a parent not only defines a specific set of constraints and opportunities 
for individuals’ life chances; it may also signal a different set of preferences.3 
Furthermore, previous research has identified a series of correlates with the 
absence of children. Nonparents are less likely to be married and on average 
have higher educational levels and incomes than parents. In addition, they 
are more likely to be in paid employment (especially women) and belong to 
higher occupational social classes (Ferriman, Lubinski, & Benbow, 2009; 
Hansen, 2011; Hurd, 2009; Koropeckyj-Cox & Call, 2007; Rubinstein, 
Alexander, Goodman, & Luborsky, 1991).

In general, parents are subject to greater time constraints in investing in 
social relations. That is to say, owing to time-demanding parenting activities, 
they are left with less time to be active in nonfamily-related social networks. 
Thus, parents tend to have more home-centered networks. At the same time, the 
presence of children functions as a bridge to nonfamily networks, such as 
those of other parents in the neighborhood or at the children’s school. By 
contrast, childless individuals are generally assumed to be less time constrained 
and consequently able to invest more in nonfamily- and nonhome-centered 
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networks and in participating in community life. However, the fact that child-
less individuals are free from parenting activities does not automatically 
entail that they are free from family commitments. For instance, siblings 
without children are more likely to take care of elderly parents. Furthermore, 
nonparents may “compensate” for the absence of children by investing more 
in relations with next-of-kin and in maintaining relations with a broader 
range of kin. This investment can also take the form of inter-vivos transfers 
(Albertini & Kohli, 2009).

As regards preferences, one may assume that, at least among the volun-
tarily childless, nonparents have a preference for extrafamilial life. They 
should thus be more involved in community activities, friendships, and 
coworker networks (Alexander, Rubinstein, Goodman, & Luborsky, 1992; 
Connidis & McMullin, 1999; Park, 2005). Preferences and choices are also 
shaped ex post by parenthood status. We may therefore expect to find that 
both the voluntarily and involuntarily childless begin early in their lives to 
develop lifestyles suited to their situation, creating closer relations with next-
of-kin and friends and neighbors.

As a result of this set of constraints, opportunities, and preferences, we 
may expect nonparents to be less likely than parents, or equally so, to invest 
in family networks at young ages. Unlike parents, however, their family net-
works will be particularly focused on relations with parents, siblings, and 
nieces and nephews. By contrast, the childless should be generally more 
involved in nonfamily networks and community activities. As a result of 
these compensatory strategies, we expect that, in later life, childless individu-
als are not more likely to be socially isolated than parents. Nevertheless, 
since extrafamilial informal networks are less able to provide long-term care 
(Kendig 1986; Peters & Kaiser, 1985, Wenger, 1990), we may hypothesize 
that elderly nonparents receive less help with personal care and household 
chores and more emotional support from their social networks.

Childlessness, Social Isolation, and Support 
Deficits in Later Life: Previous Research 
Findings

The empirical evidence from previous studies calls into question the wide-
spread assumption that the childless are at a higher risk than parents of being 
socially isolated and lacking support in later life. Thus, for example, in their 
nine-country study of nonparents’ social embeddedness, Wenger et al. found 
that “there was no overall consistent pattern of community participation that 
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distinguished those without children from parents.” Furthermore, “those 
without children have more contact with siblings, nieces, and nephews than 
parents tend to have . . . childless women have more contact with neighbors 
[than mothers]” (Wenger et al., 2007, pp. 1447-1448). In fact, this study 
confirms what has been found in different countries and periods by socio-
logical research on the topic: childless people are not at a higher risk of social 
isolation than are parents (Chappel & Badger 1989; Eriksen & Gerstel 2002; 
Rubinstein et al., 1991; Wenger & Burholt, 2001; Wenger, Scott, & 
Patterson, 2000). This is particularly the case when considering never-mar-
ried, childless women or, more in general, nonparents who are in good health 
and do not suffer limitations in their daily living activities (Dykstra & 
Hagestad, 2007a). This finding confirms the efficacy of the compensatory 
strategies adopted by nonparents early in their lives: they learn to live outside 
conventions by constructing alternative paths and alternative nonchild-based 
social networks (Dykstra & Hagestad 2007b; Lisle, 1996).

These results therefore seem rather reassuring in terms of the social (dis)
embeddedness of the childless and the capacity of European welfare states to 
cope with the long-term care needs of the elderly population in the next 
decades. Nevertheless, previous research also shows that in old age, and in 
particular when the need for personal care arises, nonparents face considerable 
support deficits. Indeed, nonfamily-based social networks prove to be rather 
weak in meeting the long-term care needs of the elderly (Jerrome & Wenger, 
1999; Johnson & Catalano, 1981; Schröder-Butterfill & Marianti, 2006). In 
other words, the absence of children is not clearly associated with a disadvan-
taged situation when health is good; but when someone becomes frail and 
loses his/her independence in carrying out daily living activities, childlessness 
becomes a problem. The worst situation in terms of availability of informal 
support is that of the frail elderly who are both childless and unmarried or 
widowed, especially if they are men (Dykstra & Hagestad, 2007a). Thus, in 
practice, nonparents are more likely to depend on formal care provision than 
parents. Furthermore, it has been found that the never-married or widowed 
childless enter residential care or long-stay hospitalization at younger ages 
and lower levels of dependency than parents (Wenger, 2009).

It follows from these findings that elderly nonparents access public care 
services more often than parents. However, the evidence on the extent to 
which public services compensate for the lack of support from informal net-
works is mixed. Two of the very few studies on the utilization of formal care 
services by the childless indicate that elderly nonparents tend to use public 
services more frequently and intensively than parents—and this is in line 
with the above-mentioned findings. But the same studies also show that the 
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utilization of public care services by the elderly is strongly mediated by the 
presence of children, who act as advocates on behalf of their parents. Thus, if 
one controls for the availability of informal support, what emerges is that 
nonparents are less likely to access formal care than parents (Choi, 1994; 
Larsson & Silverstein, 2004). Furthermore, it has also been found that in 
societies with poor public welfare provision, and high expectations of filial 
provision of care, the disadvantage of elderly nonparents—in terms of well-
being and care resources—increases (Hashimoto, 1996; Kreager, 2004).

The Italian Case
Permanent childlessness is on the rise in most of the European countries. 
After minimum levels across the 1910 to 1945 birth cohorts, the rate of child-
lessness for Western European women born after the 1950s has increased to 
levels of between 10% and 20% (Rowland, 2007). This recent growth began 
in Northern and Continental European countries, but also in Italy increasing 
numbers of women are forgoing motherhood (Frejka & Sardon, 2003; 
Gonzaléz & Jurado, 2006), and cross-country comparisons of the prevalence 
of childlessness highlight the rapid change in the Italian pattern (Tanturri & 
Mencarini, 2008). Furthermore, recent studies estimate that the rate in Italy 
may exceed 20% in birth cohorts of the mid-1960s (De Rose, Racioppi, & 
Zanatta, 2008; Frejka & Sardon 2003; United Nations, 2003) and remain 
stable for cohorts born during the 1970s (Frejka & Sobotka, 2008; Sobotka, 
2004). The typology of elderly nonparents is also changing: The proportion 
of singles is diminishing, whereas there is an increasing number of childless 
women and men in stable couple relationships. In fact, although in contem-
porary cohorts of old people the childless are not likely to have made a 
conscious decision not to have children (Dykstra & Hagestad, 2007b; 
Hagestad & Call, 2007), among younger cohorts childlessness is becoming 
more and more a deliberate choice for women and couples (around 6% to 7% 
of the 1960 cohorts, in stark contrast to the 1.5% of the generations born just 
one or two decades before; Tanturri & Mencarini, 2008).4

The Italian welfare system is characterized by a low level of decommodi-
fication and defamilialization (Esping-Andersen, 1999). More precisely, the 
system is based on the principle of familism by default, thus implicitly leav-
ing to (unsupported) families the responsibility of providing care and eco-
nomic help to dependent members (Millar & Warman, 1996; Saraceno, 
2010). In this context, informal support networks are crucial for the support 
of individuals when they become old and frail. Previous research has shown 
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that extended family networks are usually available to provide economic sup-
port to people in difficult circumstances (Bentolila & Ichino, 2007). It has 
also been found that the exchange of resources between (extended) family 
members is largely based on coresidency and that the intergenerational 
exchange of resources tends to be less frequent, more intense, and more con-
nected to individual needs than in other European countries (Albertini & 
Kohli, 2012).

As stated above, on the basis of the theoretical analysis of the different 
constraints, opportunities and preferences faced by parents and nonparents, 
and of previous research findings, we expect the elderly childless to receive 
less or as much informal support as parents. Moreover, since the alternative 
nonfamily networks activated early in their lives by nonparents have less care 
support potential than family networks, we expect elderly nonparents to 
receive more emotional support and less instrumental and financial help than 
parents.

Previous studies on the topic, however, have been conducted almost 
exclusively on northern and central European countries and the United States. 
To the best of our knowledge, there are no studies on the social networks of 
the childless that consider countries characterized by a weak welfare system, 
strong family ties, and a model of support exchange based on coresidency 
and infrequent but intense transfers of resources (Albertini, Kohli, & Vogel, 
2007; Naldini, 2003; Reher, 1998). Some specific outcomes may derive from 
these peculiarities of the Italian case. First, extended family obligations—
both legally and culturally determined (Millar & Warman, 1996)—may off-
set the negative consequences of childlessness on the availability of informal 
support in later life. In other words, the fact that in Southern Europe recipro-
cal support obligations are more extensive than in other European countries 
could, to some extent, offset the negative effect of not having children. 
Therefore, Italian familism, by extending support obligations well beyond 
the nuclear family—and thus allowing access to the time and financial 
resources of nephews, nieces, siblings, cousins, and so on—would provide 
the childless with an amount of instrumental, financial, and emotional sup-
port similar to that received by parents. Second, the strong reliance of the 
welfare system on the informal support provided by the family—in particular 
as regards long-term care services—may negatively affect the capacity of 
public services to compensate for the lack of children and thus, filial support, 
to elderly individuals. Therefore, we expect to find that if Italian nonparents 
face informal support deficits in later life, these are not fully compensated by 
public welfare intervention.
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Data, Variables, and Research Strategy

The data used in our empirical analyses were taken from the 2003 Italian 
Gender and Generation Survey.5 The Italian variant of the GGS is a prospec-
tive and retrospective survey conducted by the Italian National Statistical 
Office (ISTAT) called Family and Social Subjects (FSS). The survey is 
national statistically representative, with a two-stage sampling strategy (six 
geographical macro-areas and then municipalities). Data are gathered with 
face-to-face interviews and self-compiled questionnaires on more than 
19,000 households for a total of almost 50,000 individuals, aged from 0 to 
104 years (ISTAT, 2006).

Since at the time of the survey the mean age of women at first birth was 
more than 30 years (30.7 in 2003 according to ISTAT data), we chose to 
include in our analyses all respondents aged 30 years and older, leaving a total 
of 33,759 cases. An additional justification for this cut point derives from the 
median age at which male Italians leave the parental home that is almost equal 
to 30 years. Consequently about 70% of Italian men aged between 25 and 39 
were still living in the parental home (2003 Italian GGS). Hence, those indi-
viduals who have left the parental home and are parents before the age of 30 are 
likely to be a strongly self-selected group of young Italian adults.

The FSS contains detailed information on the individual’s fertility history; 
the number of natural, step, adopted, and fostered children; and on desired 
fertility.6 The survey also contains a section, standardized according to the 
GGS, which focuses on support networks. In particular, respondents are 
asked if in the 4 weeks prior to the interview they have received support from 
someone outside the household. A list of 11 different types of support—
which, according to our theoretical approach, we recoded into four catego-
ries, that is, economic, personal care, home or paperwork, emotional—is read 
to the respondents, and they are asked to select all types of support received. 
If the respondent has received more than one type of help, he/she is asked to 
select the most important one. Next, information on the identity of the pro-
vider of the unique or most important support is also collected; this has to be 
selected from a list of 19 different possible answers. In the following analy-
ses, with a few exceptions, we recoded this information into a typology of 
four different donors: family (i.e., all relatives), nonfamily (e.g., neighbors, 
colleagues, friends), not-for-profit organizations, public welfare.

After a brief discussion of the main characteristics of our sample and the 
prevalence of childlessness in different age and gender groups, we detail our 
analyses, which begin by providing a description of the frequency of support 
received and given according to gender, age class, and parenthood status. The 
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next step is to adopt multivariate analyses techniques in order to further 
explore the relation between childlessness and the likelihood of giving and 
receiving support. In particular, regression techniques enable us to analyze 
this relation while controlling for the following characteristics of an individ-
ual: age, gender, presence of limitations in carrying out daily living activities 
(both personal and instrumental), educational level, occupational status, civil 
status, the region of residence,7 presence of other adult members in the house-
hold (besides the spouse), and the fact that the individual has received profes-
sional paid help.8 To be noted is that, in this analysis and all the following 
ones, we carry out separate analyses for those respondents still in their fecund 
age—that is, younger than 50 years—and who thus can be classified into 
three different parenthood statuses, and aged 50 years or older—among 
which we can only distinguish between parents and nonparents. As regards 
the younger group, we are particularly interested in analyzing the compensa-
tory strategies adopted by nonparents early in their lives and consequently 
focus on the likelihood of giving support. By contrast, for the older of the two 
groups we are particularly interested in assessing possible support deficits 
faced by the childless and differences in type and source of support received. 
Therefore, when analyzing these two latter dimensions, we only consider 
help received by individuals aged 50 years or older. In particular, we first 
analyze the type of support received—considering both all the different types 
of help the respondent was given and the support that was indicated as the 
most important; second, we focus on the sources of the most important help 
received. To be noted is that in these latter analyses we implement the same 
regression model as the one described above and used to analyze the likeli-
hood of giving and receiving support, the only difference being that because 
of the small number of cases we have to exclude the variable “civil status.”

Results
Women represent about 53% of the selected respondents. The mean age of 
the sample is slightly below 54 years (Table 1).9 Overall, slightly more than 
20% of the individuals in our sample are childless; the percentage is larger 
among men than women, that is, 22% versus 16%, mainly because of higher 
age at marriage and at the first child’s birth (Table 2).10 As might be expected, 
the proportion of nonparents is clearly higher among those younger than 
50 years, who have not completed their fertility. It is also interesting that, in 
this group of the population, the proportion of women who do not have chil-
dren and declare that they do not want any in the future is much lower than 
the percentage of childless women found in the following age groups—about 
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7% among those aged between 40 and 49 years versus more than 11% for the 
older cohorts.11 There are two main possible explanations for this discrepancy. 
First, there may have been a marked change in desired fertility level among 
the youngest generations. Second, a number of the young women who have 
not yet had a child but want to have one may eventually remain involuntarily 
childless. Focusing on those in older age groups—that is, 50 years and older—
a marked difference emerges in the prevalence of childlessness between 
women aged 50 and 70 and the oldest group, with the oldest women showing 
childlessness levels around 6 percentage points higher than those recorded 
among the younger population. This finding is consistent with what we know 
about trends in the childlessness rate in Italy (Tanturri & Mencarini, 2008).

Table 1. Main Characteristics of Sample (N = 33,759, Weighted Data).

Variable %

Parenthood status
 Parents 78.7
 Childless 19.1
 Childless and does not want children below age 50 2.0
Women 52.5
Has limitations (ADL/IADL) 8.8
Educational level  
 Tertiary 8.9
 High secondary 28.1
 Low secondary 28.2
 Primary 26.8
 None 7.8
Occupational status
 Employed 46.1
 Pensioner 27.5
 Other 26.2
Civil status
 Married/cohabiting 68.3
 Never married 14.1
 Separated/divorced 6.1
 Widowed 11.4
Other adult in household (excluding spouse) 43.8
Receive professional (paid) support 7.4
Mean age 53.7 years

Note. ADL = activities of daily living; IADL = instrumental activities of daily living.
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Likelihood of Giving and Receiving Support

Table 3 reports the percentage of respondents—by gender, age, and parent-
hood status—who have received/given support in the 4 weeks prior to the 
interview. In general, nonparents are slightly less likely than parents both to 
give and receive support to/from others outside the household—with the 
largest differences to be found among men. Instead, there is no discernible 
pattern in the differences between those young childless who declare a will-
ingness to remain nonparents and those who expect to have children in the 
next few years.

The most interesting result emerging from these data concerns the differ-
ences in support received across the different age groups. In fact, the likeli-
hood of receiving support appears to be much more closely related to age 
(and the life course) for parents than for childless people. Parents are more 
likely to receive support from outside the household at ages that are typically 
associated with the childrearing years (from the ages of 30 to 49) or with 
deteriorating health status (older than 70), than when they are aged from 50 
to 70. By contrast, the likelihood for the childless of being helped does not 
vary significantly across the life course; and only for women in later life do 
we observe a marked increase in the quota of those who received support 
from outside the household. As a result of these different patterns, compared 
with parents, childless individuals are less supported when they are “young” 
(i.e., younger than 49 years old), whereas they are more likely to be helped in 
central ages (between 50 and 69 years), and equally as likely to receive sup-
port in later life.

Table 2. Distribution Across Different Parenthood Status by Gender and Age 
(Weighted Data).

Men Women

Age 
(Years) Father Childless

Childless 
and Do 

Not Want 
Children N Mother Childless

Childless 
and Do 

Not Want 
Children N

30-39 48.2% 48.5% 3.3% 3,787 65.9% 31.6% 2.6% 3,781
40-49 78.2% 16.6% 5.3% 3,467 83.9% 8.7% 7.4% 3,799
50-59 87.1% 12.9% — 3,337 88.9% 11.1% — 3,438
60-69 89.2% 10.8% — 2,770 89.2% 10.8% — 2,999
70+ 87.1% 12.9% — 2,550 83.3% 16.7% — 3,831
Total 75.6% 22.4% 2.0% 15,911 81.6% 16.3% 2.1% 17,848
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As regards giving support to others, there seems to be no marked or sys-
tematic difference, between parents and nonparents, in its variation across 
age groups. In both groups, we observe a slight increase in generosity toward 
other people from the first to the second age group and a decline at older ages. 
The only difference between parents and nonparents is that this decline seems 
to start at an earlier age for the latter, particularly for men. It is interesting 
that, in general, the idea that nonparents adopt early in their lives strategies to 
compensate for their lack of children does not find full support in our data. In 
fact, in line with the above-mentioned hypothesis, one would expect that, to 
foster solidarity and reciprocal transfers in old age, young nonparents support 
other individuals to the same, or to a greater extent, than parents. Yet if we 
consider men in the two youngest age groups, we observe that those who do 
not have children are less likely than parents to provide support to others. 
Next, contrary to expectations, it is among those who are voluntarily child-
less that we find the lowest quota of support givers. On the other hand, our 
hypothesis that nonparents invest less in family networks is confirmed; and 
also confirmed is that they tend to invest more in relations with the next of 

Table 3. Likelihood of Giving and Receiving Support by Parenthood Status, 
Gender and Age (N = 33,759, Weighted Data).

Men Women

Age (Years) Father Childless

Childless and 
Do Not Want 

Children Mother Childless

Childless and 
Do Not Want 

Children

Support received
 30-39 29.7% 10.0% 8.4% 29.1% 13.0% 13.1%
 40-49 18.9% 10.0% 18.8% 14.1% 13.9% 13.5%
 50-59 7.1% 15.0% — 6.1% 13.1% —
 60-69 6.7% 12.7% — 8.4% 13.0% —
 70+ 16.8% 16.6% — 23.5% 25.4% —
 Total 15.2% 11.4% 14.4% 16.3% 15.9% 13.4%
Support given
 30-39 25.9% 20.3% 8.5% 29.4% 29.4% 27.9%
 40-49 29.7% 24.0% 19.0% 35.5% 39.7% 32.7%
 50-59 29.9% 24.1% — 37.8% 29.4% —
 60-69 30.9% 16.3% — 37.3% 25.7% —
 70+ 20.4% 11.3% — 17.4% 11.6% —
 Total 27.6% 20.2% 14.5% 31.1% 26.1% 31.4%

 at Università di Torino on December 30, 2013jfi.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jfi.sagepub.com/
http://jfi.sagepub.com/


Albertini and Mencarini 345

kin of the following generation—that is, nieces and nephews. However, dif-
ferently from what was expected, they do not have stronger support exchange 
relations with parents and siblings (Tables A6a).12

Descriptive statistics thus indicate that, on the one hand, it is not certain 
that childless individuals in Italy tend to adopt compensatory strategies for 
their being childless. On the other hand, when they become old and frail they 
do not seem to suffer major support deficits in comparison with parents. 
These results, however, may be because of mere compositional effects, such 
as, for example, between-group differences in the utilization of professional 
private care services, health status, and so forth. For this reason, it seemed 
appropriate further to investigate between-group differences in support 
exchange by using multivariate techniques, thereby controlling the relation 
for main individuals’ and households’ characteristics.

The regression results indicate that, among those still in their fecund age, 
nonparents whose intention is not to remain childless are just as likely as 
same-age parents to provide support to someone outside the household, 
whereas they tend to receive less support than parents. This latter difference 
can be easily explained by the fact that not having children decreases the need 
for instrumental support, particularly in a strongly familistic welfare state. 
Instead, those nonparents who report that they do not want to have children—
presumably the voluntarily childless—not only receive less support than par-
ents but also are less likely to provide help to others (Figure 1, Table A1).13 
Therefore, in terms of support provided to others at young ages, a large group 
of nonparents do not differ from parents and can therefore be assumed to 
have adopted alternative or compensatory strategies to reinforce their support 
networks—or simply to behave already like parents because they want to be 
ones in the future. However, those most likely to remain voluntarily childless 
seem not to reflect this pattern: they transfer and receive less to/from outside 
the household. In other words, our results indicate that in Italy the voluntarily 
childless seem not to adopt compensatory strategies in their early lives. Of 
course, this finding may be because of many different factors, but the lack of 
more detailed and longitudinal data means that we can only speculate on pos-
sible explanations. For instance, it might be that the individualistic and/or 
nonfamilistic attitudes and values that induce these people not to have chil-
dren also prevent them from engaging in frequent and intense exchanges of 
support with others. On the other hand, however, it might also be the case that 
our variables do not well capture difficult situations of families and individu-
als. Thus, for example, there may be some health or economic problem that 
makes it difficult both to sustain the material, time, and physical costs related 
to child rearing and to give support to others.
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The pattern of differences between parents and the childless is slightly dif-
ferent from the one shown by the above-reported descriptive statistics when 
we focus on older individuals. In fact, among those aged 50 years or older, not 
having children is associated with a lower likelihood of both giving and 
receiving support (Figure 1, Table A2). The effect is particularly strong on 
support given, whereas the corresponding coefficient for support received is 
not significant (p = .114). Further analyses show that the latter effect does not 
vary with the individual’s age, which seems to contradict the idea that child-
lessness is particularly harmful to the oldest and most frail individuals. Thus, 
partly confirmed is our hypothesis that the familistic nature of Italian welfare 
and society is able largely to offset the support deficits that the childless 
elderly face in other societies. However, a complete picture can only be 
obtained after analyzing the types and sources of support received in later life.

Types and Sources of Support in Later Life
The above-reported statistics indicate that there are substantial quantitative 
differences between the support exchange behaviors of parents and nonparents. 

− − − − − − − − − − − − − −

− − − − − − − − − − − − −−

Figure 1. Likelihood of giving and receiving support, by parenthood status and age 
groups (coefficients and 95% confidence intervals from logistic regression).
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Generally speaking, they show that the latter are less likely to provide sup-
port to non coresident individuals—with the exception of still fecund indi-
viduals who are willing to have children in the next future. Moreover, the 
childless are less likely to receive support from outside the household, 
although the effect is weak and nonsignificant for individuals aged 50 years 
and older. Interestingly, the FSS data show that considerable differences are 
also to be found in the qualitative characteristics of support networks—that 
is, type and source of support received.

Type of support received. Given the structure of the questionnaire, the type 
of support received can be analyzed in at least two different ways. First, we 
can consider all answers given by the respondents on support received and, 
therefore, separately analyze the chances that individuals have of receiving a 
specific type of support versus not receiving it. A second option is to look at 
the type of support that the respondent has indicated as the most important 
and thus examine his/her chances of obtaining that specific type of support 
versus receiving other types.

Adopting the first strategy, at the descriptive level we find that the child-
less elderly are more likely to receive help for any single type of support 
considered, with the obvious exception of looking after children. Also, the 
ranking of the different support types does not vary significantly between 
parents and childless respondents (Table A7). However, the results of multi-
variate analyses tell a different story (Figure 2, Table A3). Indeed, under 
ceteris paribus conditions, nonparents are significantly less likely to receive 
both economic help and support with household chores and paperwork. A 
negative relation also exists between the chance of receiving help with per-
sonal care and the absence of children, but the effect is weak and nonsignifi-
cant. By contrast, there are no differences between elderly parents and 
nonparents in the probability of receiving emotional support. Introducing the 
interaction between parenthood status and age into the regression models 
reveals that, in general, the effect of the absence of children remains constant. 
The only exception concerns help with personal care, for which the negative 
effect of childlessness increases with individuals’ age.

Focusing only on the most important support received, which was our 
second analytic strategy, we observe that, among respondents aged between 
50 and 59 years, the support networks of the childless are more likely to pro-
vide help with home and paperwork to men and economic help to women. 
But the most interesting differences between parents and nonparents are 
found among the very old. Here we find that, both for men and women, the 
childless are much more likely to report emotional support as the most impor-
tant help received, whereas in comparison with parents, they tend to receive 
less of the other types of support (Table A8). Multivariate analyses yield 
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results similar to those obtained before (Figure 3, Table A4). Thus, in com-
parison to nonparents, the childless are less likely to receive financial and 
instrumental help versus emotional support. The negative relation is stronger 
for economic help than for support with personal care and household work. 
Although in all three cases the coefficients are far from reaching the standard 
significance level, it is worth noting that further analyses including interac-
tions between parenthood status and age show that the negative effect signifi-
cantly increases with an individual’s age for both help with personal care and 
household chores.

Overall, these results indicate that elderly nonparents receive less financial 
and instrumental help than parents, whereas they are more likely to receive 
emotional support. The difference increases as individuals grow older, thus 
leaving the very old childless short of the type of help that is most needed 
when health deteriorates and people have limitations with daily living activi-
ties. Most important, these results show that, like their European fellows, 

− − −− − − − −

Figure 2. Likelihood of receiving a specific type of support, by parenthood status, 
for those older than 50 years (coefficients and 95% confidence intervals from 
logistic regression).
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Italian elderly childless are not at higher risks of social isolation—that is, they 
receive a considerable amount of emotional support—but, particularly in later 
life, they may face deficits in support with personal care and housework.

Sources of support. As pointed out before, in the FSS data the donor of sup-
port is only registered for the most important support that the respondent has 
received in the past 4 weeks. Despite this limitation, it is interesting to observe 
the marked differences between parents and nonparents’ networks in terms of 
the identity of their support providers (Table A9). Among individuals aged 
between 50 and 59 years, the differences are not particularly wide: childless 
men tend to receive slightly more from their family than fathers, whereas 
childless women are more involved in nonrelatives networks than are moth-
ers. But it is among the oldest group of respondents that we find the widest 
and most interesting differences. In this case, it appears quite clear that both 
male and female nonparents can rely less on family support than parents 
can. And, incidentally, this partly contradicts our hypothesis that the extended 
family system can offset the negative consequences of childlessness. 

− − − −

− − − −

Figure 3. Likelihood of receiving a specific type of most relevant support versus 
emotional support, by parenthood status, for those aged older than 50 years 
(coefficients and 95% confidence intervals from multinomial logit regression).
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Figure 4. Likelihood of receiving the most relevant support from a specific 
provider versus emotional support, by parenthood status, for those older than 50 
years (coefficients and 95% confidence intervals from multinomial logit regression).

Moreover, there are interesting variations across the different gender groups. 
Although, in comparison to parents, for childless women the clear alternative 
to family support is help from nonrelatives—and to a limited extent also from 
not-for-profit organizations—childless men receive considerable support 
from the state and not-for-profit organizations. Multivariate analyses confirm 
these findings: being childless, ceteris paribus, significantly increases the 
likelihood of accessing help from nonrelatives, not-for-profit organizations, 
and public welfare (Figure 4, Table A5). In other words, it is mainly friends, 
voluntary associations, and, to a lesser extent, the state that compensate for 
the lack of children—and the support they provide—in individuals’ later 
lives. Moreover, additional analyses including the interaction between age 
and parenthood status indicate that the positive effect increases with indi-
viduals’ age for help from both nonrelatives and not-for-profit organizations.

Conclusions
The article has explored the relation between parenthood status and support 
networks in Italy, the aim being to assess the extent to which increasing 
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childlessness rates might represent a challenge for the future sustainability 
of public welfare. Previous research conducted on Nordic and Continental 
European societies has shown that nonparents are at no greater risk of social 
isolation than are parents. However, it has also been found that when health 
deteriorates and as people age, childless individuals tend to face sizeable 
informal support deficits, which appear to be not fully offset by more fre-
quent access to public care provision. From the perspective of long-term care 
policies, this finding, together with the simultaneous phenomena of popula-
tion ageing and increasing childlessness rates, points up the need further to 
reinforce the provision of nonfamily-based public care services. There are 
several reasons, however, for hypothesizing that the effect of childlessness 
on support networks may be different in Southern European countries. The 
specific characteristics of the Mediterranean welfare and family systems and 
the specific pattern of intergenerational relations found in Spain, Italy, and 
Greece are likely to have considerable impact on the relation between the 
absence of children and the availability of social support. In particular, we 
advanced the hypothesis that in Italy enlarged family support obligations—
both legally and culturally determined—may offset the negative effect of the 
absence of children on support networks for the elderly. At the same time, 
were elderly nonparents to receive less support from the family, we hypoth-
esized that—given the low level of defamilialization of the Italian welfare—
public services are unable fully to compensate for this gap.

Our analyses showed that childless people in Italy tend to receive less sup-
port than parents at early stages of their lives and similar levels of support 
when they grow very old and frail. Indeed, among those aged 50 years or 
older, not having children is associated with a lower likelihood of receiving 
support, but the effect is rather weak and not statistically significant. From 
the perspective of social policy, this latter finding seems somewhat reassur-
ing. It is worth noting, however, that when we analyzed the qualitative aspects 
of nonparents’ support networks, it was immediately apparent that these are 
structurally weaker networks because they are strongly reliant on nonrela-
tives’ support and help provided by voluntary organizations and the public 
services. Moreover, the social networks of the childless seem less able to 
provide those types of support—that is, personal care and help with house-
work—which are most needed when people become very old and their health 
deteriorates.

Overall, our results support the idea that, in Italy, elderly nonparents, com-
pared with those who have children, do not face significantly large support 
deficits in terms of the likelihood of receiving support. Moreover, confirming 
the absence of risks of social isolation, we have shown that they receive 
abundant emotional support. At the same time, however, it is clear that they 
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are likely to miss those forms of support, which are most needed in the case 
of bad health, that is, personal care and help with household chores and 
paperwork. It is also worth noting that, contrary to our hypothesis, it is not the 
extended family that compensates for the lack of support from children. In 
fact, compared with parents, the childless are much more likely to be helped 
by nonrelatives and not-for-profit organizations and to a lesser extent by the 
welfare system—thus confirming our hypothesis that public welfare is not 
able fully to compensate for informal support deficits.

The policy implications of these results are far-reaching. First, since sup-
port from nonrelatives, public services, and voluntary organizations proves to 
be the main alternative to support provided by children, it is clear that the 
strongly family-based welfare systems of Southern Europe are more vulner-
able to increasing demand for social support by nonparents. Second, the role 
of voluntary organizations highlights the need to promote and support such 
institutions. Third, reinforcing the role of the not-for-profit sector, however, 
cannot be conceived as an alternative to an increase in public long-term care 
services. In fact, our analyses show that what nonparents lack most is pre-
cisely the type of intensive health and social care support that only profes-
sional carers can provide.
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Notes

1. Here we use the term childlessness to indicate the status of being without chil-
dren, so that the term childless is synonymous with nonparent. There is no 
distinction as to whether this state is voluntary (and therefore people are “child-
free”) or involuntary, thus connoting a negative or unwanted situation (Connidis, 
2001; Tanturri & Mencarini, 2008).

 2. Clearly, this pseudo–life course approach has several limitations. The most 
significant of them has to do with the systematic differences in pathways to 
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childlessness across different birth cohorts. A number of studies, in fact, have 
shown that, while among the older cohorts of women the absence of children 
was in most cases the result of an unwanted situation (because of factors such as 
economic crisis, poor health conditions, shocks in the marriage market related 
to wars), among the younger cohorts a growing quota of nonparents are in fact 
voluntarily childless. This, of course, may affect our results to the extent that 
different paths to childlessness also entail different coping strategies and differ-
ent outcomes in terms of support network characteristics (Wenger et al., 2007).

 3. Once again to be noted is that, also in terms of restrictions and preferences 
associated with the absence of children, nonparents are not necessarily a homo-
geneous group. Hence, there is a marked cleavage separating those who have 
followed different pathways to childlessness status. However, our data do not 
make it possible to distinguish these different pathways.

 4. Among older people, the childless can also be parents who have lost their chil-
dren. Nevertheless, with the current survival rates, the proportion of current par-
ents who outlive all their children is decreasing and remains very small (less than 
1%; Beets, 2005).

 5. The Generations and Gender Programme (GGP) is a system of national Gen-
erations and Gender Surveys (GGS) and contextual databases, which aims at 
improving the knowledge base for policy making in UNECE countries, see http://
www.ggp-i.org/. At the moment surveys have been conducted in 18 countries.

 6. There are two specific questions on fertility intentions, put to persons between 
18 and 49 years of age, on whether they intend to have a (or another) child in the 
next 3 years, and only in case of a negative answer, whether they intend to have 
children in the future.

 7. Controlling for the region of residence is particularly important, given the huge 
interregional variability both in family-related behaviors and in provision of pub-
lic long-term care services.

 8. Among the information available in the FSS data, in fact, these individuals’ char-
acteristics represent the best set of proxies for individuals’ need and resources 
for support exchange. In addition, for each regression model implemented, we 
also explore, in a further step, the direction and significance of the interaction 
effect between age and parenthood status, thus shedding light on the extent to 
which the effect of the absence of children varies with increasing age. The results 
from these further analyses, not shown here due to space limitations, can be 
obtained from the authors.

 9. It is worth noting that here and in all of the following tables, we reported weighted 
results. In particular, sample weights provided by ISTAT were used.

10. It is worth noting that the rate of childlessness that we found in the FSS data is 
consistent with the values reported by Rowland (2007).
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11. A similar pattern has been found by previous studies (e.g., Kiernan, 2004, Rovi, 
1994; Toulemon, 1996, Werner, 1986).

12. It is also worth noting that these differences between parents and the childless 
become larger among the older respondents (Table A6b).

13. Tables A1 to A9 are included in the statistical appendix, which is available on 
request from the corresponding author.
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