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Social capital may be most valuable when an individual’s needs are greatest. Old 
age is a time of life when people often need to rely on family, friends, and other 
social relationships for care they are no longer able to provide for themselves. If 
an elderly adult lacks those relationships, however, they may have to lean more 
heavily on paid professional care, potentially leading to a lower quality of life and 
higher costs for families and government.

Robert Putnam of Harvard University, author of the landmark study Bowling 
Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community, highlighted the 
looming problem of “aging alone” during a May 2017 Joint Economic Committee 
hearing.1 He noted that although many people are aware that the nation faces 
caretaking challenges due to the sizable increase of its elderly population, few 
are aware of how declining social capital may exacerbate these challenges. As 
Putnam pointed out, the elderly often receive much of their care informally, 
including from family members, friends, and community organizations.2 
However, a variety of social capital indicators suggest a weakening of 
associational life among Americans. As such, baby boomers and subsequent 
generations of Americans may enter old age with fewer social ties than did 
Americans born earlier in the twentieth century. That would mean fewer informal 
caregivers. To assess this possibility, we examined data from the nationally 
representative Health and Retirement Study (HRS), conducted by the University 
of Michigan.3 The HRS is a set of surveys of adults ages 50 and older in the United 
States that began in 1992. We examined trends in social capital over a 20-year 
period—1994 to 2014—among adults ages 61 to 63 years of age.4 The oldest cohort 
in our study was thus born between 1931 and 1933, while the youngest cohort was 
born between 1951 and 1953 (during the baby boom).  

SOCIAL SUPPORT AMONG ADULTS AGES 61-63, 1994-2014

Source: Health and 
Retirement Study, 
http://hrsonline.isr.umich.edu/.

http://hrsonline.isr.umich.edu/
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The results of our analyses, shown in the above chart, confirm that older 
Americans in the future are unlikely to have the level of support from caregivers 
that they enjoyed in the past. The share of retiring adults who are living with 
a spouse or cohabiting with a partner has fallen from about 75 percent to 69 
percent, reflecting declining marriage rates and higher divorce rates, which more 
than offset falling widowhood, rising cohabitation, and growing life expectancy.5 
Retiring adults today are also less likely to have children who can take care of 
them. In 1994, two-thirds (68 percent) of retiring adults lived within ten miles of an 
adult child. That share fell to 55 percent in 2014. In large part, this decline reflects 
falling fertility. The right axis of the figure indicates that the average number of 
children ever born to retiring adults fell from 3.1 in 1994 to 2.1 in 2014.

Against these declines (and not shown in the figure), retiring adults today have 
more living siblings than their counterparts had 20 years ago. Nevertheless, they 
are less likely to have a relative living nearby. The share of retiring adults with a 
relative in their neighborhood (outside their home) fell from 34 percent in 1994 
to 22 percent in 2014. They also have fewer friends close at hand; the share with a 
good friend in the neighborhood fell from 69 percent to 59 percent between 1994 
and 2012 (the last year for which comparable data are available).6 Finally, retiring 
adults may have fewer social connections outside their neighborhood than in 
the past. The share who attend religious services at least three times per month 
fell from 56 percent to 41 percent between 1994 and 2014.7 Of course, social 
support might come from acquaintances based in non-religious institutions and 
organizations. However, as Putnam writes in Bowling Alone,

Faith communities in which people worship together are arguably 
the single most important repository of social capital in America….
nearly half of all associational memberships in America are church 
related, half of all personal philanthropy is religious in character, and 
half of all volunteering occurs in a religious context.8

Our analyses affirm estimates from Putnam’s research. According to his 
projections, social support in old age may decline by roughly one-third between 
the generation born in 1930 and that born in the mid-1950s (who were in their 
early 60s between 1991 and today).

The decline in the availability of support from family, friends, neighbors, and 
congregants among retiring adults has implications for future retirees, caregivers, 
and taxpayers. Surviving HRS respondents who were between the ages of 61 and 
63 in 1994 are in their mid-80s today. Those 61 to 63 in 2014 will reach that age in 
2038. In between, we are likely to see an increasingly inadequate level of informal 
care, even as greater survival rates increase the need for care.

For retirees, that would necessitate a greater amount of institutional care outside 
the home and away from loved ones, reducing, for many, their quality of life. 
There are also financial implications for the elderly and their families. While 
care provided informally creates costs such as the lost wages of caregivers, 
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institutional care often entails burdensome expenses. Medicaid, for instance, 
is the primary payer of nursing home expenses, but to qualify for assistance, 
Americans routinely spend down their assets (or, in the case of adult children, 
their parent’s assets). Paying the cost of long-term care privately is prohibitively 
expensive for many families.

Finally, the decline in social capital among the elderly, by increasing demand for 
institutional care, is likely to worsen federal and state deficits. Current projections 
of spending on Medicare and Medicaid inadequately account for declining social 
support; they implicitly assume that the mix of informal and formal care that 
today’s older Americans receive will stay the same over time. Putnam roughly 
estimated in his hearing testimony that the inflation-adjusted cost of paid elder 
care could double by 2030 over the level that would exist under the assumption 
that social support holds steady.

The good news is that by anticipating these potential costs, we can prepare for 
and reduce them. Policymakers, health care providers, and institutions of civil 
society should think creatively about how to mitigate the looming challenge—
starting now. And today’s prime-age and retiring adults must consider how to 
balance immediate needs, future plans, and the need for someone to take care of 
older Americans. Unfortunately, in an age of declining social capital, our collective 
quiver will be short of arrows as we search for ways to address these questions.
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