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The cohort of individuals born between 1945 and 1954, sometimes referred to as the first baby-boomer generation, are now approaching the age of state retirement. This cohort, aged between 50 and 59 in 2004, is in a unique position when compared to their parents at the same stage in the life course. In addition to their numerical strength, they are more likely to have a parent alive than previous generations at the same age. The baby boomers have also set unprecedented patterns of consumption cultures, adopted lifestyles characterised by individual preferences, and challenged (as well as in some cases rejected) traditional gender roles. Much more than their parent’s generation, they have initiated new trends in divorce and separation, remarriage, and solo living. Indeed it is the combination of these characteristics that are one of the defining features of the baby boomer generation. Among the many social and economic implications of this unique cohort, the future of intergenerational family support systems looms large. With potentially more family responsibilities and obligations towards elderly parents and descending generations (adult children and grandchildren), how will individuals of the baby boomer generation reconcile family life with personal aspirations concerning work and other forms of social participation? This paper uses data from the SHARE (Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe, 2004 to examine these issues. 

The baby boomer generation have a high probability of still having a parent or parent-in-law alive. We examine their family intergenerational structure, living arrangements and help given to elderly ascendants in 10 European countries. Swedish and French baby boomers are most likely to belong to a four generational family structure, whereas Spanish and Italian baby boomers have the highest probability of living in multi-generational households. Rates of help given to parents living outside the household are higher in northern European countries but the regularity of help is more intense in southern European countries. These differences might be explained by different perceptions of the notion of ‘help’. Factors associated with giving help to an elderly parent include gender, living arrangements and geographical proximity, health of parent, social participation, family composition and financial situation. We find no evidence of a particular ‘baby boomer generation’ cohort effect on the probability of giving help to an elderly parent. 
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