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Introduction 

What it means to parent has evolved over the 
years, reflecting shifts in societal norms, expecta-
tions, and significant demographic and econom-
ic changes observed globally and in the United 
States (US). As changing socio-demographic land-
scapes shape young adults’ (aged 18-34)1 paths 
to self-sufficiency and financial independence, 
more and more parents find themselves engaged 
in their children’s lives more intensely and longer 
than expected. This briefing article, commissioned 
by AARP, explores the size and scope of this evolv-
ing phenomenon, and discusses its wider impact 
on the financial resilience and overall health and 
well-being of parents in the US. 

Every parent’s journey is unique, and this research 
recognizes and respects that diversity. Economist 
Impact’s aim is not to extrapolate this report’s 
findings to encompass all parenting experiences 
as this issue brief is exploratory. It’s essential to ac-
knowledge that social norms impacting parenting 
practices have historically varied along cultural, 
racial, and ethnic lines. Additionally, the idea of 
extended or more intensive parenting, particular-
ly among parents of adult children with physical 
and/or mental health disabilities or illnesses, has 
also exhibited significant variation, which this 
research acknowledges. The insights contained 
herein summarize the findings of this research, 
and draw awareness to this evolving phenomenon 
in the US, which is taking place against the back-
drop of concurrent and rapid socioeconomic and 
demographic change.

The editorial team at Economist Impact would like 
to thank the following individuals (listed alpha-
betically) for generously contributing their time 
and insights, which have been critical to the cre-
ation of this report.

Jeffrey Arnett, Developmental Psychologist 
and Senior Researcher, Clark University, 
Massachusetts 

Eva Borden, President, Behavioral Health, 
Evernorth Health Services, Missouri

Denny Ceizyk, Senior Staff Writer, Bankrate, New 
York 

Sita Nataraj Slavov, Professor of Public Policy, 
Schar School of Policy and Government, George 
Mason University, Virginia

Additionally, we would also like to extend our grat-
itude to Julie Miller for her advice and technical 
guidance throughout this research. 

Economist Impact bears sole responsibility for the 
contents of this report. While every effort has been 
taken to verify the accuracy of this information, 
Economist Impact cannot accept any responsi-
bility or liability for reliance by any person on this 
report or any of the information, opinions, or con-
clusions set out within.

This research was led by Kati Chilikova. The report 
was authored by Kati Chilikova and Divya Sharma 
Nag, and edited by Maria Ronald. Latifat Okara 
oversaw and directed the research program. 

Parenting young adults in the US: 
trends of note

Socio-economic and  demographic 
changes in the US redefine traditional 
markers of “adulthood”

Normative markers of “adulthood” (completing 
school, leaving the parental home, becoming fi-
nancially independent, getting married, and hav-
ing a child) are increasingly being redefined in the 
US. In 1960, 77% of women and 65% of men had 
ticked off all five markers by the age of 30; by the 
early 2000s, less than half of women and a third of 
men had done the same.2 Today, the path to adult 
status is no longer linear. Over the last 50 years, 
traditional life-course trajectories have been post-
poned by many young adults.3 In an interview with 
Economist Impact, Jeffrey Arnett, a Senior Re-
searcher at Clark University and a seminal schol-
ar on emerging adulthood, explains, “Finishing 
your education, having a job that you will have for 
at least five years, [... getting married] and a lot of 
things associated with it, like having a first child 
[...] are all a decade later now than they were just 
50 years ago.”

This “elongated” transition to “adulthood” is inter-
twined with co-residence trends observed in the 
US, where more young adults live with their par-
ents today than a century ago.4 Changing cultural, 
socio-economic, and demographic norms, includ-
ing a rise in post-secondary education attainment, 
and delays in marriages and childbearing, as well 
as the impacts of recent economic downturns, 
from the Great Recession of 2008-2009 and the 
Covid-19 crisis, have contributed significantly to 
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this growing trend.5,6,7 In 1960, nearly three-quar-
ters (71%) of the young adult population in the US 
lived independently; by 2019, this proportion had 
decreased to 53%.8 By 2020 (at the height of the 
Covid-19 pandemic), the majority (52%) of 18- to 
29-year-olds lived with their parents, the great-
est proportion of parent-adult-child co-residence 
since the Great Depression.9 

Where once “returning to the nest” may have been 
perceived as a “failure to launch”, many parents 
now acknowledge that the social and economic 
times have changed.10 As Mr Arnett notes, “Par-
ents grew up in a different era than their kids. They 
might have expectations that are derived from their 
own experience – when they became financially 
independent, when they moved out of the house-
hold, and when they made adult commitments. 
And so they might, implicitly at least, have these 
expectations for their kids.” However, as Mr Arnett 
explains, these days, “Parents are adapting [... and 
many] understand that times have changed.” 

Contributing factors to parenting 
young adults more intensely than 
expected

The Covid-19 pandemic 

Since the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, the na-
ture of parenting young adults has changed. The 
pandemic uprooted the daily lives of millions of 
young adults, and altered the parent-child rela-
tionship in an unprecedented way, as young adult 
children leaned on their parents for both financial 
and emotional support. Virus containment mea-
sures, such as college campus closures, distance 
learning, and remote working arrangements, sig-
nificantly increased the number of college stu-
dents and young professionals who moved back 
home.11 Between just March and April 2020, ap-
proximately three million adults moved in with a 
parent or grandparent; 80% of those who returned 
home were aged 18-25.12 A 2022 poll of 1,300 US 
parents, Gen Z (born between 1997-2012), and 
millennials (born between 1981-1996) shows that 
throughout the course of the pandemic, three in 
10 (32%) Gen Z moved home, followed by 18% of 
younger millennials, and 17% of older millenni-
als.13 More than half of those who returned home 
cited that their decision was one of necessity, and 
nearly half moved in with their parents in order to 
save money for a down payment on a house or in 
an effort to pay down debt. While many have since 
left their parental home, the poll indicates that 
most (two-thirds) still live there. 

Percentage, by age group, of young adults that 
moved home during the pandemic

While many have since left 
their parental home, most 
(two-thirds) still live there. 

33%

18%

17%

GEN Z (born between 1997-2012)

YOUNGER MILLENNIALS (born between 1988-1996)

OLDER MILLENNIALS (born between 1981-1987)

In 2020, 52% of young adults lived 
with their parents, the greatest rate 
of parent-adult child co-residence 

since the Great Depression.

52%
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The cost of college 

The cost associated with earning a college degree 
is higher than ever. The average cost of a  college 
education, including tuition, fees, and room and 
board, has increased by 169% since 1980.14 Young 
adults in the US are saddled with significant stu-
dent loan debt − greater than any of the previous 
generations.15 Total student loan debt (both feder-
al and private) in the US has nearly tripled in the 
past 15 years, from more than $619 billion in 2008 
to more than $1.73 trillion in 2023.16 The average 
student loan debt stands at $37,650, while the av-
erage total student loan debt-to-income ratio is 
estimated at 63%,17,18 with an estimate of roughly 
four million student loans entering into default 
each year.19 In 2019, 49% of four-year college de-
gree graduates under the age of 30 were yet to pay 
off their debts.20  

This challenge of repaying student loans has led 
to many graduates leaning on their parents for 
financial support. In 2021, 85% of US parents 
contributed to their child’s tuition payments, the 
highest proportion since 2016.21 In 2022, this pro-
portion decreased to 75% and in 2023 to 72%.22 
Despite parental contributions to childrens’ tui-
tion payments trending downward, they remain 
significant. According to a 2023 survey of parents 
and undergraduate students (aged 18-24), over 
three-quarters (77%) of US families say they are 
willing to stretch their finances to secure the best 
future for their child; in fact, 72% of parents rely on 
personal income and savings, 18% use borrowed 
funds, and 15% withdraw from their retirement 
savings account to make tuition payments.23 

The labor market and cost of living 

Today, the US labor market for graduates is both 
optimistic and tenuous. Recent analysis from the 
Economic Policy Institute found that young work-
ers (aged 16-24) are facing favorable, pre-pandemic 
market conditions and the lowest rate of unem-
ployment since 1953.24 However, in comparison to 
workers aged 25 years and older, young workers his-
torically experience significantly higher unemploy-
ment and underemployment.25 Given their lower 
levels of education, work experience, and skills, 
their position in the labor market is volatile and of-
ten hinges on business cycle fluctuations. With the 
current labor markets showing signs of cooling,26 
young workers’ already tenuous status in the labor 
market will likely be tested, which may lead many to 
further rely on their parents for support. 

High housing prices and other cost-of-living dif-
ficulties compound the challenges that young 
adults face in the labor market. Being residentially 
and financially independent is difficult when the 
average cost of living, including rent and groceries, 
has been steadily increasing in the US.27,28 Rent has 
reached record high levels across the US, with mil-
lennials spending more on housing than any other 
generation, yet reporting lower quality of life.29,30 

High housing costs have led young adults to de-
pend heavily on their parents for help with cover-
ing basic living expenses, and has forced many to 
move back home. As Sita Nataraj Slavov, Profes-
sor of Public Policy at George Mason University’s 
Schar School of Policy and Government, explains 
in an interview with Economist Impact, many 

72% contribute to their child’s tuition 
payments

72%

18%

15%

77% of parents willing to stretch financially to 
ensure the best future for their child:

of parents rely on personal income and savings

use borrowed funds

withdraw from their retirement savings account to 
make tuition payments

Young adults would like to be self-sufficient, 
but they just cannot, especially in their early 20s. 
They are getting their education or training, or 
have a job that does not pay well. It’s just really 
tough to be financially sufficient when you’re 
20, so they need help from their parents-whether 
that’s moving back home or receiving money for 
their rent and other expenses every month.”
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“boomerang” back home as “insurance [..,] as a 
fallback when things go wrong.” Mr Arnett further 
explains this trend noting, “Young adults would 
like to be self-sufficient, but they just cannot [be], 
especially in their early 20s. They are getting their 
education or training, or have a job that does not 
pay well. It’s just really tough to be financially suf-
ficient when you’re 20 so they need help from their 
parents – whether that’s moving back home or re-
ceiving money for their rent and other expenses 
every month.” 

How parenting young adults is 
impacting parents

Financially supporting young adult 
children: size and scope

Research and data on the level and type of pa-
rental financial support to young adult children 
is limited; nonetheless, the information available 
to date suggests that parental contributions could 
be sizable for certain families. Data from two na-
tionally representative 2023 Pew Research Center 
surveys,31 shows that more than half (59%) of US 
parents financially support their young adult chil-
dren (aged 18-34).32 The most common financial 
support provided by parents includes, general 

household expenses (28%), and payments towards 
cell phone bills and streaming service subscrip-
tions (25%). Parental financial support was less 
common for expenses like rent or mortgage (17%), 
medical expenses (15%) and education (11%). Ad-
ditionally, while male and female young adults 
were equally likely to report receiving financial 
parental support, young adults aged 18-24 were 
more likely to report receiving support than those 
aged 25-34. 

A 2023 non-representative survey by Savings.com33 
of 970 US parents further showed that among those 
surveyed, parents who financially supported their 
non-disabled, young adult children (aged 18-29) 
provided about $1,400 a month to them, either di-
rectly (e.g., cash allowances, paying their bills) or 
indirectly (e.g., letting them live at home). Accord-

Parents are blindsided” by these 
unanticipated costs.

Regardless of the number of years 
US parents have remaining until 
retirement, those that provided 
financial support, on average, 
provided more support to their 
non-disabled young adult children 
(aged 18-29 years) on a monthly 
basis than contributed to their 
own retirement accounts.

$1,400
            /month 

>50%

of US parents financially 
support their young adult 
children (aged 18-34)

to them, either directly (e.g., cash 
allowances, paying their bills) or indirectly 
(e.g., letting them live at home).

On average, US parents who financially 
supported their non-disabled, young adult 
children provided about

Rent or mortgage

General household expenses

Cell phone bills and streaming service 
subscriptions

Medical expenses

Education

17%

28%

25%

15%

11%
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ing to those surveyed, parents whose annual per-
sonal income (before taxes) was $100,000-$150,000 
were most likely to support their non-disabled, 
young adult children financially.

Research indicates that parents continue to fi-
nancially support their young adult children even 
when they move back home. In another poll of 
1,001 individuals, surveyed parents estimated that 
they provided their children with approximately 
$459 a month or $5,508 a year.34 Meanwhile, the 
majority (72%) of young adults who live with their 
parents financially contribute to household needs, 
either by paying for household expenses, such as 
groceries or utility bills (65%), or contributing to-
wards rent or mortgage payments (46%).35 Polling 
shows that of those who do contribute, the average 
monthly contribution is estimated to be $186.36

Financial implications: examining impacts 
on parents’ financial resilience and long-
term financial security 

The influence of these compounding factors on 
parents’ financial stability and resilience can be 
significant, and necessitates awareness and ac-
tion across multiple sectors and industries. Re-
search shows that, when supporting their young 
adult children in meeting their financial obli-
gations, parents, especially those of lower so-
cio-economic status, face the potential of accu-
mulating significant expenses and affecting their 
retirement prospects. Many have never planned 
for it. As Mr Arnett confirms, some parents “are 
blindsided [by these unanticipated costs]. [They] 
know that it does take longer to reach adult mile-
stones and become self-sufficient than it used to. 
They have the expectation of okay, we’re going to 
pay for college, [... or at least] we’re going to try to 
help and then we’re done. [But] then it turns out 
you’re not done [...] you’re still shelling out a few 
hundred dollars a month. If not a few thousand a 
month for your kids.” 

Research and data on the financial impact on 
parents’ own finances is limited. Data from the 
aforementioned 2023 Pew Research Center sur-
veys37 reveal that while middle (61%) and upper 
(65%) income parents are more likely than low-
er-income parents (52%) to support their children 
financially, they are also least likely to be finan-
cially burdened in doing so. In fact, only  37% of 
middle-income parents and 22% of upper-income 

parents report that financially supporting their 
young adult child hurts their finances. In compar-
ison, nearly half (49%) of lower-income parents 
report that it negatively impacts at least some of 
their personal finances.

Additionally, over half of working-age Ameri-
can households do not have sufficient savings to 
maintain their pre-retirement standard of living.38 
Often, parents contribute less to their retirement 
accounts or dip into their savings in an effort to 
support their young adult children. Data from the 
aforementioned 2023 non-representative survey 
by Savings.com39 indicates that amongst the  US 
parents40 it surveyed, regardless of the number of 
years they have remaining until retirement, those 
that provided financial support, on average, pro-
vided more support to their non-disabled young 
adult children on a monthly basis than contribut-
ed to their own retirement accounts. Those clos-
est to retirement (10 years or less) supported their 
non-disabled young adult child the most, provid-
ing on average $2,100 a month to them, while only 
putting away $643 a month towards their retire-
ment savings.

Health implications: impact of home-
leaving, co-residence, and extended 
parental support on parents’ quality of life 
and well-being

Drawing on the life-course concept of “linked 
lives”, where parents’ lives and well-being are in-
trinsically interwoven with those of their chil-
dren, children’s success or failures naturally affect 
parents’ own sense of well-being, including their 
mental health and marital quality.41,42 Parents’ per-
ception of what is “normative” when it comes to 
home-leaving, co-residence and/or extending ad-
ditional support to their children has been shown 
to be an influencing factor for parental well-be-
ing.43,44 In fact, in societies where it is considered 
socially acceptable and expected for young adult 

The uncertainty and high levels of psychological distress 
faced by young adults during the pandemic likely 
affected parents’ physical health and mental well-being.
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children to reside at home, parents report enjoy-
ing living under one roof with their child.45 

Generally, research has shown that parents’ life 
satisfaction increases as adult children leave the 
parental home and gain adult status.46 Howev-
er, “boomerang” transitions back to the parental 
home have been associated with both positive 
and negative effects on parents’ quality of life and 
well-being. On the one hand, children moving 
back home may offer an important source of sup-
port and company to their aging parents.47 Their 
decision to return to the parental home may help 
stem off loneliness and provide a sense of mean-
ing, especially amongst older, single parents.48,49 
Additionally, it may allow children to offer their 
parents support and care with personal health is-
sues.50 On the other hand, some research suggests 
that children moving back home has a negative 
impact on parents’ mental health when their re-
turn is perceived as a departure from the norma-
tive “empty nest”, a “failure to launch”, and a social 

embarrassment, or seen as a drain on parents’ fi-
nancial assets and savings, and a strain on marital 
relationships.51,52,53,54

Health implications: impact of young 
adults’ mental health on parental mental 
health and well-being 

A 2023 general population survey of 4,000 US 
adults55, one-quarter of whom were Gen Z, re-
vealed that today only one-third of young adults 
rate their mental health as “excellent” or “good”. 
Compared to every other generation, Gen Z report 
the lowest rates of personal confidence, self-es-
teem, dissatisfaction, and overall quality of life. In 
fact, more than half (55%) of Gen Z reported that 
they experience stress about their finances, high-
er than any other demographic cohort surveyed. 
Respondents cited overall cost of living (35%) and 
inflation (25%) as the main contributing chal-
lenges. As Eva Borden, President of Behavioral 
Health at Evernorth Health Services, explains in 
an interview with Economist Impact, “Gen Z face 
enormous mental health challenges. No other 
generation feels less connected, has less autono-
my over their future, or is more unfocused when 
it comes to life. This keeps them from taking care 
of their responsibilities and concentrating on the 
important tasks that we associate with adulthood.” 
Ms Borden goes on to explain that much of this has 
to do with the fact that young adults’ “expectations 
[whether at age 18, or 22, or 25, or 29] often don’t 
line up with reality, and that can be crushing”.

Even before the pandemic, mental health challeng-
es were the leading cause of disability and poor life 
outcomes in young people.56 The pandemic only 
exacerbated this crisis. According to the National 
Center for Health Statistics’s National Health Inter-

Those aged 18-29 reported the highest 
rates of physiological distress.

In 2019, approximately

and about

In early 2020,

of adults aged 18 years or older 
reported having an anxiety disorder,

of adults aged 18 or older reported 
having an anxiety disorder, and

reported having 
depression.

reported having depression.

8% 40%

6.5% 35%

Gen Z face enormous mental health 
challenges. No other generation 
feels less connected, has less 
autonomy over their future, or is 
more unfocused when it comes to 
life [...] this keeps them from taking 
care of their responsibilities and 
concentrating on the important tasks 
that we associate with adulthood.”
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view Survey,57 in 2019,  approximately 8% of adults 
aged 18 years or older reported having an anxiety 
disorder, and about 6.5% reported having depres-
sion. In early 2020, those rates increased across all 
adult age groups surveyed. However, those aged 
18-29 years reported the highest rates of psycho-
logical distress; 40% reported having an anxiety 
disorder, and 35% reported having depression. 

Drawing once more on the life-course concept 
of “linked lives”, the uncertainty and high levels 
of psychological distress faced by young adults 
during the pandemic likely affected parents’ phys-
ical health and mental well-being. A growing body 
of research indicates that the pandemic wors-
ened mental health outcomes among parents of 
young children and adolescents (0-21 years), and 
led them to experience higher levels of anxiety, 
stress, and depression.58,59 Additional research is 
required to explore this trend amongst parents of 
children aged 21 years and older. It is, however, 
probable that similar psychological distress levels, 
in the context of the pandemic, would be observed 
given the reported mental health challenges faced 
by this demographic of children. 

Conclusion

Today, parents in the US raising young adults are 
faced with unprecedented challenges. As tradi-
tional adulthood milestones, including financial 

and residential independence, are farther from 
grasp for many millennials and Gen Z, more and 
more parents find themselves engaged in their 
children’s lives longer and more intensely than 
they may have imagined. During a period when 
parents might typically prioritize strengthening 
their own retirement savings, early data reveal that 
many continue to financially support the daily 
expenses of their young adult children. This situ-
ation could potentially impact not only parents’ 
financial security and future (especially that of 
lower-income parents), but also their emotional 
well-being and overall health.

The rapid pace of socio-economic and demo-
graphic change that the US has undergone in 
the last half-century, coupled with the current 
post-pandemic health, social, and economic 
realities that families face, have given birth to 
new challenges and opportunities. For the eco-
nomic resilience and health of aging parents to 
be secured and protected, it is imperative that 
stakeholders consider the real, substantial, and 
unanticipated impact (financial, health, social 
etc.) on parents associated with their children’s 
protracted transition to adulthood. Only through 
raised awareness, further research, and reliable 
data can parents be better supported and loud-
ly championed as they navigate this culturally 
“new” phase of parenthood.
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AARP’s Take

“The prospect of living longer, healthier lives continues to capture the interest and 

fascination of many sectors of society. We see this possibility for healthy longevity 

as a generational opportunity that should be accessible to all. AARP is dedicated 

to empowering people to choose how they live as they age, and serving as a trust-

ed partner in navigating longer, healthier lives. Knowing that healthy longevity is 

not just a matter of physical health and well-being, but is also connected to our social, 

emotional, physical, and financial health, we were compelled to understand some of the 

timeliest trends related to one of the most timeless experiences: parenting. 

 We know that healthy longevity affects how we orient our societies, our families and 

communities and our work. We commissioned Economist Impact to conduct research 

about parenting young adult children because we wanted to understand, from a societal 

perspective, the changing ways in which parenting and healthy longevity collide. Ulti-

mately, we see this research contributing to knowledge that will strengthen The Business 

Case for Healthy Longevity. We must learn about policies and programs that support the 

health and well-being of parents as they age. In doing so, we can make healthy longevity 

a reality not just for parents of today but also for parents of tomorrow. 

I thank the Economist Impact team for their continued collaboration and for this im-

portant work about opportunities and challenges of parenting children as they transition 

into, and through, adulthood.”

Staci Alexander
Vice President of Thought 
Leadership at AARP
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