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In many ways, families look the same today as they have for decades. People fall in love 
and get married. Babies are born, grow up, and start the cycle anew. Parents and family 
members age and often rely on care from others during their senior years. While the 
love that bonds family life has not changed over time, the way families live and work has. 
Most parents work, and most families rely on two incomes1; more families are providing 
elder care as Baby Boomers age,2 and 80 percent of children live in a household without 
a full-time stay-at-home caregiver.3 Families today do not love each other any less than 
in the past, but how families juggle work and family has changed dramatically—and 
workplace policies have not kept up.

The United States is the only advanced economy in the world that does not guarantee 
workers access to any form of paid leave.4 Without access to leave, individuals too often 
find themselves in a position where they have to choose between providing care for a 
loved one and bringing in enough money to cover rent, groceries, and basic household 
repairs. The Family and Medical Insurance Leave Act, or FAMILY Act, will help address 
this core issue facing working families today: the need to coordinate paid employment 
with unpaid caregiving in the home.5 While we pay a great deal of attention to the role 
of mothers as caregivers, even mothers themselves will at some point rely on partners, 
sons, daughters, or other relatives for care. As gender roles and families change and as 
Baby Boomers retire, everyone is increasingly likely to be a caregiver. The FAMILY Act 
will provide up to 12 weeks of leave with partial wage replacement to male and female 
workers after the birth of a new child, to recover from a serious illness, or to provide care 
for a seriously ill family member.

Access to family leave insurance is designed to benefit all workers, regardless of their 
gender, parental status, age, ability, or income level. While the program has universal 
benefits, there are also specific ways that it will benefit aging and elderly Americans.
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Benefits to the elderly

The elderly are more likely to need recurring or extended  
periods of care, but private services are often too costly

Because aging is an unpredictable and often turbulent process, the elderly may require 
extended periods of care or support. More than two-thirds of Americans will need long-
term support services after age 65.6 But as families’ resources are stretched thinner and 
as fewer Americans retire with adequate savings, securing dependable and affordable 
care may not be an option for many families. One in three working-age Baby Boomers 
ages 55 to 64 have no savings for retirement, while another one-third have less than one 
year’s salary in savings.7 A home health aide costs approximately $21 per hour, paying 
for an assisted living facility averages approximately $3,300 per month, and a semi-
private room in a nursing home costs $6,200 per month.8 Even purchasing long-term 
care insurance can be a challenge: One in six workers in their 50s are declined coverage, 
as are one in three in their 60s.9 Given these costs and challenges, the elderly are more 
likely to rely on care from relatives. The FAMILY Act would guarantee job protection 
and partial wage replacement for workers who need to care for a loved one whether he 
or she is recovering from an illness or coping with frailty in old age. Enabling family 
members to care for aging loved ones may also allow more aging Americans to stay in 
their homes, resulting in cost savings for taxpayers and families alike.10

The elderly are increasingly dependent upon family members for care in old age

Formal long-term care services, both at home and in centers, are stretched thin and are 
frequently difficult and costly for families to secure.11 Moreover, the services available 
are often fragmented and inaccessible, leaving millions of elderly Americans reliant on 
their own family members for financial support and care. Nearly two in three family 
caregivers are women, and almost half of caregivers report performing medical tasks for 
a chronically ill or disabled relative.12 Due largely to aging Baby Boomers, the number 
of Americans reliant on long-term care services will more than double in the coming 
decades, from 12 million people in 2010—7 million of whom were seniors—to 27 
million by 2050. More startlingly, the ratio of potential caregivers—adults ages 45 to 
64—to those ages 80 and older will decline from 7 to 1 in 2010 to 3 to 1 in just three 
decades.13 This means that more working adults—nearly half of whom also have chil-
dren or partners reliant on their care and income—will need to help their aging par-
ents.14 The FAMILY Act would provide family caregivers the sorely needed economic 
and legal support to take time to care for ill and aging loved ones when a family has no 
other option, and it would encourage men and women to more equitably divide this 
work, since neither would risk losing necessary income.
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The FAMILY Act will make taking leave feasible and affordable  
for children and relatives who need to care for aging loved ones

The declining number of caregivers is only part of the challenge facing aging Americans. 
Most Americans do not have enough money in savings or assets to adequately cover 
the high costs associated with end-of-life care. During the Great Recession, many 
Americans who did save adequately saw their retirement nest eggs severely hit.15 
Combined with the low savings rates across the United States, it is not economically fea-
sible for most families to take unpaid leave from work to care for their relatives. In 2011 
alone, Americans spent $45.5 billion out of pocket on long-term support services, while 
the estimated economic contribution of 42.1 million unpaid family caregivers in 2009 
was $450 billion.16 The majority of caregivers—62 percent—also have full-time jobs, 
and nearly one-quarter have reported that they are caring for two or more loved ones.17 
Fairly compensating workers and caregivers for the time they spend providing necessary 
care for loved ones makes economic sense. 

Conclusion

The FAMILY Act will help lift our entire economy by providing a vital and earned bene-
fit for workers of every background, regardless of their gender, ethnicity, parental status, 
age, ability, or income level.18 It is impossible to predict what challenges individuals will 
face down the road, but supporting them with paid family leave is an important first step 
to ensure that these hardships do not spill over and negatively impact their families and 
our economy. 



4  Center for American Progress  |  What the FAMILY Act Means for the Elderly

Endnotes 	

	 1	 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Employment Characteristics 
of Families — 2012,” Press release, April 26, 2013, available 
at http://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/famee.pdf.  

	 2	 Donald Redfoot, Lynn Feinberg, and Ari Houser, “The Aging 
of the Baby Boom and the Growing Care Gap: A Look at 
Future Declines in the Availability of Family Caregivers” 
(Washington: AARP Public Policy Institute, 2013), available 
at http://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/research/pub-
lic_policy_institute/ltc/2013/baby-boom-and-the-growing-
care-gap-insight-AARP-ppi-ltc.pdf.

	 3	 Sarah Jane Glynn, “The New Breadwinners: 2010 Update” 
(Washington: Center for American Progress, 2012), available 
at http://www.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/
issues/2012/04/pdf/breadwinners.pdf.

	 4	 Jane Farrell, “The United States Is Falling Behind in Paid 
Leave Policies,” Center for American Progress, February 5, 
2013, available at http://www.americanprogress.org/issues/
labor/news/2013/02/05/51776/the-united-states-is-falling-
behind-in-paid-leave-policies/.

	 5	 National Partnership for Women & Families, “Fact Sheet: 
The Family and Medical Insurance Leave Act (FAMILY Act)” 
(2013), available at http://www.nationalpartnership.org/
research-library/work-family/paid-leave/family-act-fact-
sheet.pdf.

	 6	 Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services, Medicare & You 
2014 (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 
2013).

	 7	 Nari Rhee and Diane Oakley, “The Retirement Savings Crisis: 
Is It Worse Than We Think?” (Washington: National Institute 
on Retirement Security, 2013).

	 8	 U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, “Costs of 
Care,” available at http://longtermcare.gov/costs-how-to-
pay/costs-of-care/ (last accessed December 2013).

	 9	 John Waggoner, “Long-term care insurance: Peace of 
mind at a price,” USA Today, December 3, 2013, available at 
http://www.usatoday.com/story/money/columnist/wag-
goner/2013/12/02/long-term-care-insurance/3807147/.

	 10	 Genworth, “Genworth 2013 Cost of Care Survey” (2013), 
available at https://www.genworth.com/dam/Americas/
US/PDFs/Consumer/corporate/130568_032213_Cost of 
Care_Final_nonsecure.pdf; http://nursing.jhu.edu/faculty_
research/research/projects/capable/. 

	 11	 Bruce Chernof and others, “Commission on Long-Term Care: 
Report to Congress” (Washington: Commission on Long-
Term Care, 2013).

	 12	 Lynn Feinberg and others, “Valuing the Invaluable: 2011 
Update - The Growing Contributions and Costs of Family 
Caregiving” (Washington: AARP Public Policy Institute, 
2011); Susan Reinhard, Carol Levine, and Sarah Samis, 
“Home Alone: Family Caregivers Providing Complex Care” 
(Washington: AARP Public Policy Institute, 2012).

	 13	 Redfoot, Feinberg, and Houser, “The Aging of the Baby 
Boom and the Growing Care Gap.” 

	 14	 Caring Across Generations, “Who makes up our nation’s fam-
ily caregivers?”, available at http://www.caringacross.org/
stories/family-caregivers-infographic/?akid=396.363871.
NBhOaU&rd=1&t=1 (last accessed December 2013).

	 15	 Rowland Davis and David Madland, “American Retirement 
Savings Could Be Much Better” (Washington: Center for 
American Progress, 2013), available at http://www.ameri-
canprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/SAFEreport.
pdf.

	 16	 Feinberg and others, “Valuing the Invaluable: 2011 Update.”

	 17	 Caring Across Generations, “Who makes up our nation’s 
family caregivers?”

	 18	 Ann O’Leary, Heather Boushey, and Alexandra Mitukiewicz, 
“The Economic Benefits of Family and Medical Leave Insur-
ance” (Washington: Center for American Progress, 2013). 

http://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/famee.pdf
http://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/research/public_policy_institute/ltc/2013/baby-boom-and-the-growing-care-gap-insight-AARP-ppi-ltc.pdf
http://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/research/public_policy_institute/ltc/2013/baby-boom-and-the-growing-care-gap-insight-AARP-ppi-ltc.pdf
http://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/research/public_policy_institute/ltc/2013/baby-boom-and-the-growing-care-gap-insight-AARP-ppi-ltc.pdf
http://www.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/issues/2012/04/pdf/breadwinners.pdf
http://www.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/issues/2012/04/pdf/breadwinners.pdf
http://www.americanprogress.org/issues/labor/news/2013/02/05/51776/the-united-states-is-falling-behind-in-paid-leave-policies/
http://www.americanprogress.org/issues/labor/news/2013/02/05/51776/the-united-states-is-falling-behind-in-paid-leave-policies/
http://www.americanprogress.org/issues/labor/news/2013/02/05/51776/the-united-states-is-falling-behind-in-paid-leave-policies/
http://www.nationalpartnership.org/research-library/work-family/paid-leave/family-act-fact-sheet.pdf
http://www.nationalpartnership.org/research-library/work-family/paid-leave/family-act-fact-sheet.pdf
http://www.nationalpartnership.org/research-library/work-family/paid-leave/family-act-fact-sheet.pdf
http://longtermcare.gov/costs-how-to-pay/costs-of-care/
http://longtermcare.gov/costs-how-to-pay/costs-of-care/
http://www.usatoday.com/story/money/columnist/waggoner/2013/12/02/long-term-care-insurance/3807147/
http://www.usatoday.com/story/money/columnist/waggoner/2013/12/02/long-term-care-insurance/3807147/
https://www.genworth.com/dam/Americas/US/PDFs/Consumer/corporate/130568_032213_Cost%20of%20Care_Final_nonsecure.pdf;%20http://nursing.jhu.edu/faculty_research/research/projects/capable/
https://www.genworth.com/dam/Americas/US/PDFs/Consumer/corporate/130568_032213_Cost%20of%20Care_Final_nonsecure.pdf;%20http://nursing.jhu.edu/faculty_research/research/projects/capable/
https://www.genworth.com/dam/Americas/US/PDFs/Consumer/corporate/130568_032213_Cost%20of%20Care_Final_nonsecure.pdf;%20http://nursing.jhu.edu/faculty_research/research/projects/capable/
https://www.genworth.com/dam/Americas/US/PDFs/Consumer/corporate/130568_032213_Cost%20of%20Care_Final_nonsecure.pdf;%20http://nursing.jhu.edu/faculty_research/research/projects/capable/
http://www.caringacross.org/stories/family-caregivers-infographic/?akid=396.363871.NBhOaU&rd=1&t=1
http://www.caringacross.org/stories/family-caregivers-infographic/?akid=396.363871.NBhOaU&rd=1&t=1
http://www.caringacross.org/stories/family-caregivers-infographic/?akid=396.363871.NBhOaU&rd=1&t=1
http://www.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/SAFEreport.pdf
http://www.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/SAFEreport.pdf
http://www.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/SAFEreport.pdf

