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Abstract
Despite the universal social policies of Sweden’s welfare state, recent decades have seen
decreasing public benefits and increasing socio-economic disparities, affecting the financial
wellbeing of older adults and their younger family members. This repeated cross-sectional
study explores the development of intergenerational financial transfers in Sweden over
the past two decades, examining transfers involving older parents and their children and
grandchildren, and patterns related to gender and social class. It utilises data from the
Swedish Panel Study of Living Conditions of the Oldest Old, from 2002 to 2021, along with
descriptive statistics and logistic regression models, to study shifts in donor–receiver pro-
portions and gender/social-class disparities. The findings revealed that approximately one
in four parents provided financial support to younger generations, while very few received
such support. Downward financial transfers increased over time, with growing focus on
grandchildren. No significant gender differences in providing were identified; however,
women’s contributions increased in frequency and amount, compared to previous cohorts
of women.Men’s contributions remained relatively stable over time. Parents in higher social
classes were more inclined to provide financial support than parents in lower classes; this
difference grew over time. Additionally, parents in higher social classes more frequently
provided higher amounts than their counterparts. In conclusion, this study underscores
changing gender and social-class patterns in financial contributions made by parents to
their children and grandchildren in contemporary Sweden. Understanding these levels and
subgroup differences is crucial for shaping policies and mitigating the potential growth of
socio-economic inequality in future generations.
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Introduction
Sweden is known for its universalistic policies, which provide relatively generous and
equalising social and economic benefits to people of all ages. The pension programme,
a key component of thewelfare system, has contributed to a stable financial situation for
the average pensioner (Hagen et al. 2022). Additionally, the increased labour force par-
ticipation of women in more recent cohorts has led to higher pensions among women,
enhancing their financial resources (Statistics Sweden 2014). At the same time, the wel-
fare of younger generations has changed in recent decades owing to societal challenges
such as an unstable labour market and rising housing costs (Grander 2023; Jansson
2020). As a result, the financial support provided by older adults to their children and
grandchildren may have become more frequent and more important.

However, despite the generally advantageous position of older adults in Sweden,
socio-economic inequality has increased in this population (Rehnberg et al. 2022),
partly owing to changes in the pension system (Hagen et al. 2022). This trend is part
of a general reduction in public benefits that has increased overall societal inequal-
ity (Blomqvist and Palme 2020; Rostgaard et al. 2022). Thus, while there is growing
resource availability among older women, socio-economic inequality within the older
population is increasing. Consequently, women’s contributions to financial transfers to
younger generations are likely to grow, while socio-economic disparities in transfers
are expected to widen over time.

To address these issues, this study examines financial transfers between older par-
ents and their adult children and grandchildren in Sweden over two decades, focusing
on gender and socio-economic patterns. Understanding the levels, changes and group
differences in family financial transfers can shed light on the role of social protection
benefits, such as pensions, and how societal changes shape family responses to, and the
reproduction of, socio-economic inequalities.

Background
Financial circumstances of older parents and their children and grandchildren
The universal public pension system in Sweden plays a crucial role in ensuring finan-
cial security for older adults and is a cornerstone of the welfare state, aimed at reducing
old-age poverty and providing a decent standard of living in retirement. Over time,
the average pensioner in Sweden has benefited from a stable and progressive pen-
sion system relative to previous cohorts of older retirees and compared to working-age
individuals (Hagen et al. 2022).

While Sweden did not experience a deep economic crisis during theGreat Recession
between the years 2007 and 2009, as seen in many other countries (Palme 2019), the
financial situation of those of working age still became unstable. For example, sin-
gle households, with or without children, had an increased risk of poverty, which has
partly been explained by less-generous income replacement policies in combination
with higher thresholds to qualify for unemployment benefits (Alm et al. 2019). Younger
adults also faced challenges entering the labourmarket owing to high youth unemploy-
ment and increased demand for a better-educated skilled workforce (Jansson 2020).
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Additionally, access to homeownership and rented housing was limited, leading to
housing inequalities (Grander 2023). These developments could partly explain why
income disparities among individuals aged 20–34 years peaked between the years 2008
and 2014 (Hagen et al. 2022). Younger adults’ unpredictable life circumstances have led
to a greater dependency on parents, either by relying on their financial resources for
buying a home or by living longer in the parental home (Tenants’ Association 2021).
With increasing life expectancy, it has been suggested that grandparents will assume a
more substantial role within multi-generational families (Bengtson 2001). Increasing
financial support from grandparents to grandchildren may be part of that role.

Social inequality in old age
The financial situation of older adults is strongly tied to their previous participation in
the labour market. In Sweden, as in many Western countries, female participation in
both higher education and the workforce has steadily increased throughout the 20th
century. Three out of four women born in the mid-1920s were in the workforce dur-
ing their 50s, while the equivalent share for those born in the mid-1940s was nine in
ten (Statistics Sweden 2014). While the financial situation for women has improved in
absolute terms, women often have lower pensions than men owing to more prevalence
of part-time work and lower lifetime incomes. Despite the slightly reduced gender
pay gap observed in Sweden’s working population in recent decades, this change has
not yet benefited retired women (Hagen et al. 2022). Furthermore, despite progress
made by women in the workforce, significant gender disparities in financial resources
persist between older men and women in Sweden, which exhibits one of the highest
rates of gender inequality in old-age poverty within the European Union (European
Commission 2021).

During the last decades, inequalities in resources, such as financial means, health,
social relations and care access, have expanded in the general population (Berkman
et al. 2014; Fritzell et al. 2014) and also among older adults (Blomqvist and Palme 2020;
Fors et al. 2022; Rehnberg et al. 2022; Rostgaard et al. 2022; von Saenger et al. 2023).
Societal changes have also shifted the labour market from an industrial to a service-
based economy, consequently altering the class structure within the workforce. Over
the past 50 years, the share of unskilled workers, self-employed individuals and farm-
ers has decreased, while non-manual workers have become more prevalent. This shift
reflects a diminished need for industrial skills in relation to a growing demand for non-
manual service workers and professionals in a knowledge-based economy (Fritzell and
Lundberg 2007).

More recently, the participation of older workers in the labour force has increased,
though significant differences persist by occupational status. From 2005 to 2018, non-
manual workers extended their working lives more than manual workers, further
widening disparities and contributing to financial inequality in old age (Fransson and
S ̈oderberg 2018). These trends underscore the continued relevance of occupational-
based social class as a key indicator of socio-economic resources at the end of one’s
working life (Shahbazian and Bihagen 2022).

Welfare system changes are closely tied to shifts in social disparities in society. In
Sweden, the pension system, a key part of the welfare structure, has shifted from a
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traditional defined benefit model to a contribution-based system, emphasising indi-
vidual choice and privatisation (Hagen 2013). This shift has raised concerns about
weakening the system’s universalistic goal of ensuring adequate and equitable ben-
efits, potentially increasing financial inequality in old age (Blomqvist and Palme
2020). Occupational pensions, provided by employers, form an essential part of the
contribution-based system. It has especially benefited those in non-manual occu-
pations, thereby intensifying financial inequality among older adults and between
different cohorts of the ageing population over the last 30 years (Hagen et al. 2022).

Intergenerational financial transfers
Through recorded history, the multi-generational family has been important in deter-
mining resource availability for individuals across the lifespan into old age (Blieszner
and Voorpostel 2016). In contemporary Western societies, flows of financial and
social resources go in both directions, yet net economic support tends to flow down-
wards, that is, from older to younger generations (Tur-Sinai and Lewin-Epstein
2020). Although the downward flow of resources diminishes with parental age, even
those aged over 70 years make significant net contributions to their adult children
(Albertini et al. 2007; Lennartsson et al. 2010). Parental intergenerational transfers have
been explained from several theoretical perspectives (for an overview see Kohli and
Künemund 2003). One recurring aspect involves the altruistic motivations that arise
when resources flow from more privileged to less privileged individuals within fam-
ilies. Viewed through the lens of intergenerational financial transfers, this dynamic
corresponds to the assumption that the wellbeing of adult children (and grandchil-
dren) is important for older parents (Laitner 1997) and that families function as social
welfare agents in the form of ‘efficient’ distributors of resources to the most vulnerable
individuals with the greatest need (Kohli and Künemund 2003).

Another perspective that highlights the role of behaviour, resources and needs in
intergenerational transfers is the Informal Care Model proposed by van Groenou and
DeBoer (2016). As the demand for care fromadult children to ageing parents increases,
barriers limiting the provision of care become important for older family members to
address. These barriers may include financial costs related to travel, purchasing goods
or services for parents, or reducing participation in the paid labour market. Drawing
on reciprocity theory –which suggests that individuals provide support with the expec-
tation of receiving benefits in return, either immediately or in the future (Silverstein
et al. 2002) – parents may provide financial transfers as compensation for the care they
receive from their adult children.

However, family transfers donot stand alone but should be considered in the context
of each country’s filial norms, cultural values and welfare state programmes (Connidis
and Barnett 2018; Kohli 2004). From welfare regime theory (Esping-Andersen 1990)
one would first assume that financial transfers would be marginal in countries where
the state has a more prominent role in the provision of welfare. On the contrary,
comparative studies have found clear links between public and private transfers,
where more-generous welfare regimes predict a higher likelihood of intergenerational
transfers, for example financial resources, than less-generous welfare systems (Brandt
2011). However, the monetary levels are usually lower than in less-generous welfare
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states (Brandt and Deindl 2013). The importance of family-oriented values, often
linked to a sense of duty or obligation, also reflects welfare regime profiles. In Nordic
countries, citizens usually prioritise state support over family support compared to
other European countries (Albertini and Kohli 2013).

Motives for providing resources can also vary depending on gender and socio-
economic belonging. Older women, given their greater investment in family ties, tend
to have closer relationships with younger generations (Silverstein et al. 2006) and are
more likely to help them financially, driven by altruistic motives when children are in
need compared to older men who tend to reason in more reciprocal terms (Baeriswyl
et al. 2022; Kohli 2004). Financial transfers can also function to reproduce status within
diverse socio-economic groups. Drawing on European data, Albertini and Radl (2012)
demonstrated that parents from higher social classes provided more financial support
to their adult children, even after adjusting for income, education and wealth, com-
pared to their counterparts from lower social classes. In other words, looking through
the altruistic lens, the fear of children falling behind when in need was interpreted as
more important among persons in higher rather than lower social strata. While theo-
ries provide frameworks for the interpretation of findings, this study does not aim to
validate or test particular theoretical claims. Regardless of the welfare context and the
possible motives for giving, intergenerational transfers of resources, or the lack of such
transfers, play an essential part in the life chances of people of all ages (Bengtson 2001).

Distribution of downward financial transfers
Earlier Swedish studies have revealed that at the start of the millennium approxi-
mately one in four adults aged 60 or older had provided financial support to either
a child or a grandchild (Fritzell and Lennartsson 2005; Lennartsson et al. 2010). In a
comparative study using data from persons aged 50 years or older, Sweden had the
highest occurrence (32 per cent) of financial transfers to adult children compared to
all other European countries (Schenk et al. 2010). In the United States, parental finan-
cial support for younger adults, particularly students, has been on the rise, reflecting a
prolonged transition into adulthood (Aquilino 2005). This trend aligns with altruistic
motivations, as most downward financial transfers are targeted towards those in need
(Albertini et al. 2007; Fingerman et al. 2009; Wong et al. 2020). Similar patterns were
found for grandchildren in the US, where grandparents were more likely to financially
support adult grandchildren when their parents were unemployed or studying (Huo
et al. 2018). A German study found that the likelihood of financial transfers to grand-
children increased between 1996 and 2002, while transfers to children decreased to
some extent. However, a higher percentage of older persons made financial transfers
to children (23 per cent) compared to grandchildren (17 per cent) (Hoff 2007).

When examining downward intergenerational financial transfers, we will also con-
sider grandchildren, an area that has received less attention in previous studies. The
involvement of this younger generation in our analysis is deemed essential for enrich-
ing our understanding of multi-generational relationships, as emphasised by Remle
(2011).

Given the financially differentiated development for older adults and their younger
family members during the last two decades in Sweden, we hypothesise that:
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6 Isabelle von Saenger et al.

1: Downward intergenerational financial transfers have increased, regarding both the
occurrence and the amount provided, reflecting a more positive overall financial
situation in the older generation, in particular, compared to young adults.

Gender differences in downward financial transfers
The few studies in Sweden and Europe assessing the importance of gender among
older adults for the occurrence of downward financial transfers found no significant
differences between women and men (Fritzell and Lennartsson 2005; Kohli 2004;
Lennartsson et al. 2010). The living situation of the parent, and consequently the
resources availability, rather than gender itself, has been one of the main explanations
for non-differential gender findings (Fritzell and Lennartsson 2005). Given previous
research demonstrating both financial advances made by older women and the per-
sistence of gender disparities during the last two decades in Sweden, we hypothesise
that:

2a: Downward intergenerational financial transfers are gender equal in the occur-
rence of providing and unequal in the amounts provided, where women provide lower
amounts since women still have fewer financial resources than men.

2b: Women are increasingly common providers of downward financial transfers and
provide higher amounts in more recent cohorts than women in previous cohorts,
owing to women’s increasing financial resources.

Socio-economic differences in downward financial transfers
International studies have consistently highlighted the importance of higher socio-
economic position in providing financial support to both children and grandchildren,
measured as income andwealth (Albertini and Radl 2012;Wong et al. 2020), education
(Wong et al. 2020) and, in Sweden, occupational class (Fritzell and Lennartsson 2005).
With increasing social inequality, families in higher socio-economic positions are con-
tinuously more likely to share their resources downward, while those in lower socio-
economic positions are not.Thus, social class differences might be widening over time.

Indeed, the socio-economic gap in parental financial investments in children has
been growing among the working population (<65 years) in the US between 1975 and
2014 (Schneider et al. 2018).The same patternwas revealed among a slightly older pop-
ulation (50–75 years) in theUS, linking increases in income inequalitieswithin states to
increases in socio-economic differences in downward financial transfers (Floridi 2024).
A Norwegian study revealed that the economic upper class, comprising the top 10 per
cent of executives, managers and financial brokers, played a significant role in driving
socio-economic disparities in both the proportion and the amount of financial sup-
port provided to the younger generation aged 24–31 years (Hansen and Wiborg 2019).
The same patterns were observed in a Swedish study, where the wealthiest parents
typically had children who performed better in various aspects related to their social
and economic wellbeing, with a notable impact on their income and wealth (Hällsten
and Thaning 2021). In addition, Kalmijn (2024) identified with Dutch data that the
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stratification process was strongest in early adulthood compared to other stages in
the lifecourse. The socio-economic background of older parents is therefore a key fac-
tor in shaping the resources available to adult children and their families. However, it
is important to recognise that intergenerational financial transfers themselves play a
substantial role in the development of increasing wealth disparities among younger
generations. This was evidenced in a multinational study including France, Spain,
Great Britain and the US (Palomino et al. 2022).

Two aspects guide the last hypothesis, which considers socio-economic differ-
ences in financial transfers. First, older adults have increasingly worked in middle and
higher non-manual occupations (Fritzell and Lundberg 2007), while income inequal-
ity among the older population has increased, partly owing to changes in the pension
system. Second, in recent decades there have been increasing differences in life cir-
cumstances between generations within families. Younger generations often face more
unstable financial situations compared to older ones, prompting parents with resources
to provide greater financial support. We, therefore, hypothesise that:

3a: Downward intergenerational financial transfers are shaped by socio-economic
inequalities in the occurrence and the amount provided, where older parents belonging
to higher social classes are more likely to be providers and to transfer higher amounts
than parents in lower social classes.

3b: In recent cohorts, a larger proportion of older parents from higher social classes,
compared to those from lower social classes, are providing financial transfers to their
children and grandchildren. Furthermore, higher social classes are increasing the
amounts they contribute over time.

The overall aim of this study is to examine intergenerational financial transfers between
2002 and 2021. More specifically, we examine changes in (a) the proportion of inter-
generational financial providers among older parents and the amounts transferred, and
(b) the variation of intergenerational transfers by gender and social class.

Materials and methods
Design and respondents
This study is based on repeated cross-sectional data from the 2002, 2011 and 2021 data
collection waves of the Swedish Panel Study of Living Conditions of the Oldest Old
(SWEOLD), a national sample of persons aged 77 years or older living in Sweden at
the time of the interview. The SWEOLD draws respondents from the Swedish Level
of Living Survey (LNU), a study of approximately 1 in 1,000 of the Swedish popula-
tion aged 15–75 years (Fritzell and Lundberg 2007). The SWEOLD sample includes all
individuals who were initially in the LNU sample but dropped owing to the age ceil-
ing restriction. The 2011 and 2021 waves of the SWEOLD were complemented with an
additional national sample of women and men, residents of Sweden at the time of the
interview, stratified by gender and five-year age groups. The additional samples were
obtained using the personal identification numbers issued to all Swedish residents by
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Figure 1. Flowchart of the final analytic sample in 2002, 2011 and 2021.

the state. The response rate was 84.4 per cent in 2002, 86.2 per cent in 2011 and 63.6
per cent in 2021.

The SWEOLD study uses different interview methods to avoid high non-
response rates because of poor health or impaired cognition. The study is based on
questionnaires, and data collection was primarily done face-to-face in 2002 and 2011,
although, when preferred, interviews were carried out via telephone. In 2021 the inter-
views were primarily carried out via telephone owing to the Covid-19 pandemic.
If the participant was unable to answer questions, for example because of cognitive
impairment or physical frailty, indirect (or mixed) interviews were carried out with
the person’s spouse/partner, carer or another close person. In SWEOLD 2011 and
2021, postal questionnaires were used when the participant was not able to interview
via telephone, for example owing to hearing problems or because of indirect inter-
views. Informed consent was obtained before each interview. Ethical approval for the
SWEOLD study was provided by the Karolinska Institutet Regional Committee for
Research (03-413), the Regional Ethical Review Board in Stockholm (2010/403-31/4)
and the Ethical Review Agency (2019-06324; 2021-00393; 2021-05031; 2024-03705-
02). For more detailed information about the study, see Lennartsson et al. (2014).

The analytic sample is restricted to those with living children who have complete
information on the dependent and main independent variables. The final sample con-
sisted of 1,982 older parents (see Figure 1). There was an increase (p = 0.006) in the
proportion having children across the three waves from 83.9 per cent to 89.3 per cent
(see Figure S1 in the online supplementary material).

Dependent variables
The two dependent variables described (1) the occurrence of financial transfers,
regardless of amount, from older parents to younger family members, measured with
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transfers to children and/or grandchildren taken together, and (2) the flow of financial
transfers amounting to aminimumsumof 10,000 SEK (Swedish krona) fromolder par-
ents to younger family members, with children and/or grandchildren taken together.
The first variable was measured via the item: ‘Have you, during the last 12 months,
given any financial support or gifts of a value of 5,000 SEK or more to anyone outside
your household?’, where those who replied ‘yes’ were then asked ‘To whom?’.

When a child or grandchild was mentioned, the older parent was considered a
provider of downward financial transfers. Since the first question related to a threshold
of 5,000 SEK in total to anyone outside of the household (including ‘other persons’ and
‘charitable organisations’), the sum provided to children and grandchildren could be
less than 5,000 SEK. Therefore, the first dependent variable captures the occurrence of
downward providers of any sum. The second variable was measured via the final item:
‘Can you give an approximate value, for the last 12 months?’.

Questions regarding providing transfers were asked in the same way in all interview
years, but the minimum value was higher in 2011 (6,000 SEK) and 2021 (7,000 SEK),
accounting for inflation.

The sums given to children were collected at an aggregated level in 2002, mean-
ing that they were not child-specific. In 2011 and 2021, however, the answers were
child-specific and derived from categorical sums using the median value for each
child receiving financial support. The sums given to grandchildren were collected on
an aggregated level for all years where the median value for each categorical sum
was used. The above estimations were standardised for comparability across all years.
Although sensitivity analyses (not shown) indicate that this assessment may have
underestimated actual values, altering the threshold within each category – whether
lower or higher – did not significantly predict the final estimation of sums. The
final dichotomous variable used to represent transferred amounts was constructed
using a threshold of over 10,000 SEK. Maintaining the same cut-off in all three
waves was considered acceptable owing to the low inflation during the relevant years
(Statistics Sweden 2023).

Independent variables
Key independent variables were the parental gender and household social class. The
measure of social class followed the official Swedish ‘SEI classification’ (Andersson et al.
1981), which is based on several dimensions of, and has many similarities with, the
EGP-1 classification (Erikson et al. 1992). Social class was measured by the respon-
dents’ and his/her partner’s occupations. The dominant social class was then used for
the household as a whole assuming that some social classes have greater influence than
others on the general attitudes and behaviour patterns of the household (Erikson 1984).

In this study, the household class was represented by four groups: manual work-
ers, lower non-manuals, intermediate and higher non-manuals, and self-employed and
farmers. For 13 individuals, gender-stratified imputation of class based on the average
years of education was performed.

Additional variables used to describe the study sample were the respondents’ age
group, living situation, self-rated health, whether the respondent has a cash margin,
whether the respondent has grandchildren and the mean number of children. Living
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situation distinguished those who were living alone, including people living in nurs-
ing homes, from those who were living in the same household with other(s). Self-rated
health distinguished those with good, bad, or neither good nor bad health. The cash
margin, a financial buffer, measured the respondent’s ability to generate a set sum
within a week, standardised to 12,000 SEK (2002), 14,000 SEK (2011) and 16,000 SEK
(2021). Individuals had a cash margin if they could obtain the funds from personal
resources, like withdrawing from a bank or selling stocks. The number of children was
based on how many living children the participant had at the time of the interview. To
see if the incoming flow of financial transfers in the household had changed during the
study period, we included a variable measured by the question: ‘Have you during the
last 12 months received any financial support or gifts of a value of 5,000 SEK or more
from anyone outside your household?’.

Analyses
Descriptive statistics aimed at presenting the characteristics of the analytical sample are
presented in Table 1. Further descriptive analyses display the proportion of givers with
95 per cent confidence intervals in terms of occurrence (Table 2) and giving more than
10,000 SEK (Table 3) to children and/or grandchildren taken together. These tables
show the distribution of providing financial transfers for the pooled sample, stratified
by gender and social class as well as differentiated by year. The distribution of financial
transfers given to children and grandchildren separately and taken together is shown
in additional figures (Figures 2a, 3b). A descriptive analysis presents the proportion
of older parents providing to their children and grandchildren combined by amounts
in Swedish currency (SEK) for all years (Figure 3a). To test for statistically significant
changes in the pooled sample over the years in total occurrence and amounts trans-
ferred as well as gender and social class differences, logistic regression analyses were
conducted (Tables 2–3). To visualise these gender and social class differences over
the years, interaction analyses (year X gender; year X social class) were performed
with logistic regression analyses presented as predicted probabilities with 95 per cent
confidence intervals (Figures 2b–c; 3c–d). No control variables were added to the anal-
yses, since the study aimed to descriptively investigate change over time rather than
to explain such changes. Since some individuals had participated in more than one
of the three sample waves, the statistical tests were performed with robust standard
errors adjusting for clustering.Weights were used in the analyses to compensate for the
unequal probability of inclusion in the sample, depending on gender and age (owing
to stratified sampling of additional samples, as presented earlier). Data were analysed
using Stata 17.0 for Windows.

Results
Characteristics of the sample
The characteristics of the analytical sample are presented in Table 1. A majority of the
respondents were women, aged 80–84 years. More than half of the sample were living
alone in 2002 and 2011, while a smaller proportionwere doing so in 2021.Most respon-
dents considered their health to be good or neither good nor bad, while the group with
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Table 1. Characteristics of the analytical sample of parents with living children aged 77 years and older in
2002, 2011 and 2021 (n = 1982)

2002 (n = 507) 2011 (n = 752) 2021 (n = 723)

n % n % n %

Women 301 59.4 429 63.6 378 55.9

Household class

Manual workers 170 33.5 212 27.8 147 19.7

Lower non-manuals 52 10.3 96 12.4 95 13.3

Intermediate and
higher non-manuals

136 26.8 233 33.9 352 50.5

Self-employed and
farmers

149 29.4 211 25.9 129 16.5

Age group

77–79 123 27.6 149 26.8 129 26.5

80–84 202 37.2 201 36.7 215 44.1

85+ 182 35.2 402 36.5 379 29.4

Living alone 304 60.0 459 56.1 406 44.6

Self-rated healtha

Good 204 40.2 338 45.7 344 50.1

Bad 51 10.1 107 13.6 58 7.7

Neither good nor bad 183 36.1 303 40.3 318 42.0

Having no cash marginb 89 17.6 84 13.0 72 9.5

Having grandchildrenb 471 92.9 708 94.1 675 94.0

M (SD) Range M (SD) Range M (SD) Range

Mean number of
childrenb

2.36 (1.38) 0–12 2.47 (1.33) 0–10 2.26 (0.92) 0–8

Giving to anyone
outside of own
household

129 25.4 233 30.9 188 27.4

Receiving from any-
one outside of own
householdc

5 1.0 25 3.4 10 1.4

Notes: aIn 2002, 64 persons did not receive the ‘Self-rated health’ question when indirectly interviewed.
bMissing values varied between 1 and 14.
cThis questionwasnot asked in thepostal questionnaires in 2011 (n= 78). Percentages areweightedusing sampleweights.

poor self-rated health was almost twice as prevalent in 2011 (13.6 per cent) as in 2021
(7.7 per cent). The average number of children varied between 2.26 and 2.47, while
more than nine out of ten older parents had grandchildren across the years. Regarding
the socio-economic factor, the share ofmanual workers and self-employed and farmers
diminished over time, while those belonging to intermediate and higher non-manual
occupations doubled between 2002 and 2021. There was a lower proportion of people
without a cash margin in 2021 than in 2002. Overall, at least one in four older parents
provided financial support of a total minimum sum of 5,000 SEK to anyone outside
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Table 2. Total and gender and household class stratified descriptive statistics with 95% confidence inter-
vals of giving financial support to children and/or grandchildren as reported by older parents in the pooled
sample and in the years 2002, 2011 and 2021 (%)

Total
Men
(Ref) Women

Manual
workers
(Ref)

Lower
non-

manuals

Intermediate
and higher

non-
manuals

Self-
employed

and
farmers

Givers
(pooled)

25.5 27.8 24.0 18.4 22.0 30.7 27.3

(23.5,
27.7)

(24.6,
31.3)

(21.3,
26.8)

(15.1,
22.3)

(16.8,
28.3)

(27.1,
34.5)

(23.1,
31.9)

Year

2002
(Ref)

22.1 25.7 19.6 17.7 21.2 27.2 22.8

(18.7,
25.9)

(20.2,
32.2)

(15.5,
24.5)

(12.6,
24.2)

(11.9,
34.8)

(20.3,
35.4)

(16.7,
30.3)

2011 29.5 34.3 26.7 21.1 25.7 36.2 31.7

(26.0,
33.3)

(28.7,
40.9)

(22.3,
31.5)

(15.5,
28.1)

(17.0,
36.9)

(29.7,
43.2)

(24.8,
39.4)

2021 24.6 23.7 25.3 15.6 18.8 28.6 28.0

(21.1,
28.5)

(18.7,
29.5)

(20.7,
30.7)

(9.8,
23,9)

(11.2,
29.8)

(23.4,
34.3)

(19.6,
38.3)

n 1982 874 1108 529 243 721 489

Notes: Percentages areweightedusing sampleweights. Logistic regressionwasused to assess differences (1) by gender and
household class in the pooled sample, (2) over the years in the total group and by gender and household class. Statistically
significant values are in bold (p< 0.05). Ref = reference category.

of the household with the highest share found in 2011 (30.9 per cent). Few parents
received financial support from outside the household, with the highest number of
recipients observed in 2011 (n = 25). A more detailed description of the number of
recipients receiving support from their children is provided in Table S2.

Proportions, changes and gender and social class differences in the occurrence of
downward intergenerational financial transfers
Figure 2a presents the proportion of older parents providing financial resources to
children and/or grandchildren taken together, and for children and grandchildren sep-
arately. While a higher proportion of parents provided financial transfers to children
(16.4 per cent) in 2002 than to grandchildren (12.8 per cent), no difference was found
in 2021. The share of those giving to grandchildren increased during the study period
and was 17.2 per cent in 2021.

As presented in Table 2, 25.5 per cent of the respondents in the pooled sample
reported giving financial support to children and/or grandchildren. Parents weremore
likely to give in 2011 (29.5 per cent) compared to 2002 (22.1 per cent), while no
significant change was found between 2002 and 2021 (24.6 per cent).

Starting with gender, no significant difference was found between women (24.0 per
cent) andmen (27.8 per cent), while an increase in giving in 2011 compared to 2002was
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Figure 2. (a) The proportion (%) giving financial resources to children and/or grandchildren taken
together and separately for the years 2002, 2011 and 2021. (b) The predicted probability of giving financial
resources to children and/or grandchildren taken together by gender for the years 2002, 2011 and 2021.
(c) The predicted probability of giving financial resources to children and/or grandchildren taken together
by household class for the years 2002, 2011 and 2021.

found for both genders. In the year 2021, women maintained a similar level of giving
as in 2011, contrary to men, who gave to a lesser extent. To visualise the interaction
between year and gender, Figure 2b shows the predicted probability of giving for both
women and men over time. The results suggest that women have increasingly become
financial providers over time, whilemen in themost recent cohort exhibit similar levels
of financial support as the oldest cohort.

Sensitivity analyses (Table S3) showed no statistically significant results for gen-
der differences in giving. Among those living alone, more men than women provided
financial transfers. Similarly, cohabiting women showed an increasing tendency to give
during the study period, and in 2021, women (31.8 per cent) slightly exceeded men
(26.7 per cent) in providing financial transfers.

Table 2 shows that social class is important for the likelihood of giving. Intermediate
and non-manuals (30.7 per cent) and self-employed and farmers (27.3 per cent),
respectively, were more likely to give than manual workers (18.4 per cent). Social
class-stratified analyses showed no statistically significant changes in giving by year.
However, as for gender differences, the year 2011 suggested that intermediate and
non-manuals as well as self-employed and farmers became more common givers
than in previous years. Figure 2c shows the predicted probability of giving for differ-
ent social classes over time. Although the likelihood of giving differs by social class
across the study period, this difference is statistically significant only in 2021. In 2021,
manual workers were on average 15.6 per cent (95 per cent CI; 8.7, 22.5) likely to

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X24000825
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.117.8.133, on 22 Feb 2025 at 19:49:54, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X24000825
https://www.cambridge.org/core


14 Isabelle von Saenger et al.

provide financial transfers to a child and/or a grandchild, while intermediate and upper
non-manuals were almost twice as likely (28.6 per cent) to do the same (95 per cent
CI; 23.1, 34.0) (see Table S5).

Amounts transferred to children and/or grandchildren
Figure 3a shows the proportion who provided downward financial transfers by cat-
egories of amounts in Swedish krona for all three years. The higher values were less
common than the lower values. In 2011, the values of 1–5,000 and 5,001–10,000 SEK
were more often transferred compared to other years. In 2002, it was more common
to give 1–5,000 SEK (6.1 per cent) than to give more than 100,000 SEK (0.4 per cent),
while in 2021 giving such amounts was equally common (4.0 per cent and 3.7 per cent,
respectively). The results suggest a trend of rising amounts transferred over consecu-
tive data collection waves. To analyse this further, Figure 3b presents the proportion
of parents who gave more than 10,000 SEK to children and grandchildren together
and separately. The proportion of givers to children and/or grandchildren increased
(p = 0.004) from 7.9 per cent in 2002 to 13.4 per cent in 2021. While it was more
common to provide a higher amount to children than to grandchildren, the difference
narrowed over time. Indeed, the likelihood of giving to grandchildren increased across
the last decades (p = 0.003).

Proportions, changes and gender and social class differences in downward
financial transfers of higher amounts
As presented in the pooled sample in Table 3, one in ten respondents reported giving
more than 10,000 SEK to children and/or grandchildren. Parents were more likely to
give higher amounts in 2021 (13.4 per cent) compared to 2002 (7.9 per cent) and men
(13.5 per cent) were twice as likely to give higher amounts than women (7.8 per cent).
Results from the gender-stratified analyses show that women were twice as likely to
give in 2021 (12.8 per cent) than in 2002 (6.3 per cent). Figure 3c shows the predicted
probability of giving more than 10,000 SEK for women and men over time. In 2011,
there were gender differences that did not exist in the previous or the following year.
Overall, the figure also shows that it was women who increased their likelihood of
giving higher amounts in the last decade.

Table 3 shows that social class is important for the likelihood of giving higher
amounts. Intermediate and non-manuals (13.2 per cent) and self-employed and farm-
ers (11.1 per cent), respectively, were more common givers of financial support than
manual workers (5.9 per cent). Social class-stratified analyses showed no statistically
significant changes in giving by year. However, in 2021, all social classes but manual
workers showed a greater tendency to give financial support compared to other years.
Figure 3d shows the predicted probability of giving for social classes over time. No
significant differences were found; however, the social class pattern seemed to change
with time. Manual workers and lower non-manuals were on average 5.3 per cent and
3.8 per cent likely, respectively, to give higher amounts in 2002.The difference between
these two social classes widened and was reversed in 2021 where lower non-manuals
had a higher likelihood of giving (11.1 per cent) than manual workers (7.2 per cent).
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Figure 3. (a) The proportion (%) given to children and/or grandchildren taken together by amounts in
Swedish krona (SEK) for the years 2002, 2011 and 2021. (b) The proportion (%) giving more than 10,000
SEK to children and/or grandchildren taken together and separately for the years 2002, 2011 and 2021. (c)
The predicted probability of giving more than 10,000 SEK to children and/or grandchildren taken together
by gender for the years 2002, 2011 and 2021. (d) The predicted probability of giving more than 10,000 SEK
to children and/or grandchildren taken together by household class for the years 2002, 2011 and 2021.
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Figure 3. (continued).

Discussion
Over the last decades, various societal changes have occurred that are likely to influence
downward intergenerational financial transfers.These include generational differences
in life opportunities (Grander 2023; Jansson 2020), increasing resource availability
among a large portion of older women (Statistics Sweden 2014) and increasing socio-
economic inequalities (Berkman et al. 2014; Blomqvist and Palme 2020; Fritzell et al.
2014; Rostgaard et al. 2022). The expanding ageing population is becoming increas-
ingly crucial for sustaining family life and resources (Blieszner and Voorpostel 2016).
Consequently, intergenerational financial transfers can be viewed as responses to these
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Table 3. Total and gender and household class stratified descriptive statistics with 95% confidence inter-
vals of giving more than 10,000 SEK to children and/or grandchildren as reported by older parents in the
pooled sample and in the years 2002, 2011 and 2021 (%)

Total
Men
(Ref) Women

Manual
workers
(Ref)

Lower
non-

manuals

Intermediate
and

higher
non-

manuals

Self-
employed

and
farmers

Givers
(pooled)

10.1 13.5 7.8 5.9 7.7 13.2 11.1

(8.7,
11.6)

(11.1,
16.2)

(6.2,
9.6)

(4.1,
8.5)

(4.8,
12.2)

(10.7,
16.2)

(8.4,
14.6)

Year

2002 (Ref) 7.9 10.2 6.3 5.3 3.9 10.3 10.1

(5.8,
10.6)

(6.7,
15.2)

(4.1,
9.7)

(2.8,
9.9)

(0.9,
14.7)

(6.2,
16.7)

(6.1,
16.1)

2011 9.0 16.0 5.1 5.7 7.4 11.3 10.4

(7.0,
11.6)

(11.9,
21.2)

(3.2,
7.9)

(3.1,
10.3)

(3.4,
15.3)

(7.6,
16.5)

(6.5,
16.2)

2021 13.4 14.3 12.8 7.3 11.1 16.2 14.3

(10.8,
16.6)

(10.3,
19.4)

(9.4,
17.2)

(3.6,
14.2)

(5.6,
20.9)

(12.2,
21.2)

(8.4,
23.4)

n 1982 874 1108 529 243 721 489

Notes: Percentages areweightedusing sampleweights. Logistic regressionwasused to assess differences (1) by gender and
household class in the pooled sample, (2) over the years in the total group and by gender and household class. Statistically
significant values are in bold (p< 0.05). Ref = reference category.

societal shifts and may potentially perpetuate inequalities across generations. This
study aims to explore the occurrence and magnitude of intergenerational financial
transfers in Sweden between 2002 and 2021, with a focus on gender and social class
differences.

We found that at least one in four parents provided financial resources to a child
or a grandchild. The proportion of providers varied between 22 per cent and 30 per
cent across the years with an increasing tendency; however, this was not statistically
significant. The most apparent change related to who was receiving transfers. While it
was previously most common to provide financial support to adult children, a larger
share of receivers in 2021 consisted of grandchildren.

The results also indicate that while the lower amounts were standard in previ-
ous years, it has become as common to provide the highest as the lowest amount
in 2021. The likelihood of providing more than 10,000 SEK has nearly doubled over
time and around 13 per cent of older parents did so in 2021. Hypothesis 1 concern-
ing supposed increases in the occurrence of downward financial transfers over time
was partly confirmed, since this pattern was found when the receivers were grand-
children. These findings echo and complement research conducted in Germany up
until 2002, which also showed increasing giving patterns to grandchildren (Hoff 2007).
Regarding increases in the amounts transferred, this aspect of Hypothesis 1 was also
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confirmed. Parents provided larger financial transfers in 2021 than they did 20 years
earlier. This growth in both the occurrence and the amount of transfers is largely
attributed to grandparents’ increased involvement with grandchildren, with the rise
in transfer amounts being particularly notable between 2011 and 2021.

Several possible explanations exist for the overall increases in support directed
towards grandchildren. First, the older population has become increasingly advantaged
in terms of having good health, living with a partner (Dahlberg et al. 2024), beingmore
likely to have worked in non-manual occupations and having a cash margin. Second,
the mean number of children was higher in 2011, which could lead to more parents
being financially involved in their offsprings’ lives. Finally, more-unstable living condi-
tions among younger generations since 2011 (Alm et al. 2019; Jansson 2020) could have
motivated altruistic behaviour from older generations (Kohli and Künemund 2003;
Laitner 1997).

The notable rise in transfers to adult children and grandchildren in 2011, followed
by a decrease in 2021, may have additional explanations. One could be attributed to
the removal of the gift tax in Sweden in 2004 (Henrekson and Waldenstr ̈om 2016),
potentially encouraging grandparents to provide lower amounts to a larger number
of receivers in 2011 than in the previous wave. Indeed, sensitivity analyses show that
it was more than twice as common (14 per cent) to give up to 5,000 SEK to grand-
children in 2011 compared to other years (see Figure S3). The effect of the removal of
the gift tax might have diminished by 2021. The decrease observed in 2021 could also
be attributed to the Covid-19 pandemic. From a reciprocal standpoint, limitations on
social interactionwith familymembersmay lead to fewer financial transfers downward
(Lennartsson et al. 2010; Silverstein et al. 2002). In addition, while younger adults were
particularly at risk of unequal living conditions around 2008 and 2014 (Hagen et al.
2022), the pandemic contributed to lower consumption patterns in the total popula-
tion during 2021 (Roos 2020), possibly decreasing the need for financial support. In
summary, similar to the situation in the US, older parents in Sweden appear to play a
role in extending the transition to adulthood for their younger family members, par-
ticularly in response to societal changes (Aquilino 2005).This suggests that, despite the
general belief in Nordic countries that the state, rather than the family, should provide
support when needed (Albertini and Kohli 2013), older generations still feel a sense of
duty or obligation to help, regardless of the amount transferred.

Although not part of our research aim, findings on financial transfers from out-
side the household to older individuals suggest that, in 2011, some parents may have
required greater support, or some providers may have been more generous compared
to previous or subsequent years. This could point to gaps in welfare protection follow-
ing the financial crises of 2007–2009 (Palme 2019).

Gender differences in financial transfers and changes over time
Focusing on gender, findings confirmed Hypothesis 2a that downward financial trans-
fers were gender equal in the likelihood of providing; however, they were gender
unequal in terms of the amounts provided, where women gave lower amounts than
men. Moreover, there was a growing tendency among women to contribute more over
time, while men generally maintained their previous levels. Notably, the development
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among men was primarily attributed to a decrease in providing in 2021, whereas
women continued to contribute at similar rates as in 2011. Additionally, women tended
to provide higher amounts more frequently in 2021 than in previous years, while
men’s increase happened between 2002 and 2011. In sum, the findings substantiate
Hypothesis 2b suggesting that, in more recent cohorts, women are more frequent
contributors and provide higher amounts compared to women in earlier cohorts.

These results complement previous research (Fritzell and Lennartsson 2005; Kohli
2004; Lennartsson et al. 2010) by showing that patterns in both the occurrence and the
amounts provided vary by gender, where women seem to make use of their increas-
ing financial resources by supporting younger family members. Our gender-specific
findings also prompt questions regarding the potential changes in gender dynamics in
future intergenerational financial transfers. If women are becoming more important
for these transfers, possibly owing to increasing financial bargaining power within the
household (Andreoni et al. 2003; Wiepking et al. 2023) and their stronger family com-
mitments (Silverstein et al. 2006), how will the transfer behaviour of men develop?
Future research should explore whether women’s financial contributions in old age
are less reciprocal than those of men. If this is the case, the observed development of
intergenerational financial transfer in this study would suggest a future decline in care
support from adult children to older fathers, given that the financial needs of younger
generations may have been met ‘for free’ by mothers or grandmothers (Baeriswyl et al.
2022; Kohli and Künemund 2003). Since there are gender differences in income in
old age, our results also suggest that women and men might differ in how they pri-
oritise sharing their financial resources downwards even when differences in resource
availability exist.

Whilemany olderwomenhave improved their financial wellbeing compared to pre-
vious cohorts, this does not apply to everyone. Sensitivity analyses, consistent with
previous studies (European Commission 2021; Jansson 2020), showed that women
more often than men lacked financial resources such as a cash margin (see Table
S1). Future studies should assess the financial vulnerability of older women to inform
policies that improve their disadvantaged status.

Social class differences in financial transfers and changes over time
Our study confirms Hypothesis 3a, showing that downward financial transfers are
shaped by social class inequalities. Parents from higher social classes are more likely
to provide support and larger amounts compared to those from lower classes, aligning
with both international (Albertini and Radl 2012) and Nordic findings (Fritzell and
Lennartsson 2005; Hansen and Wiborg 2019). Our additional findings partially sup-
port Hypothesis 3b, showing a statistically significant distinction in these social-class
differences of financial transfers in 2021 between manual workers and intermediate
and upper non-manuals, unlike in previous years. This implies a widening socio-
economic gap in the occurrence of financial support for children and grandchildren
in Sweden. Hypothesis 3b also stated that the provision of higher amounts would be
increasingly more frequent among higher social classes over time, which could not be
confirmed. While intermediate and upper non-manuals consistently provided higher
amounts more often than manual workers across the years, differences and changes
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over time were non-significant, possibly owing to small sample sizes. However, Aal
social classes, except for manual workers, showed an increasing tendency to provide a
higher amount over time. Even lower non-manuals seemed to provide larger sums to
younger familymembers compared to two decades ago. Additional analyses reveal that
the social-class gap was primarily driven by higher average contributions from inter-
mediate and upper non-manuals (see Figure S4), reflecting the growing importance
of socio-economic status in downward financial investments, as observed in younger
populations in both the US (Schneider et al. 2018) and Europe (Hansen and Wiborg
2019; Kalmijn 2024).

Our study adds to existing knowledge by showing that parents aged 77 years or older
in the Swedish welfare state display social-class differences in intergenerational finan-
cial transfers that seem to increase. These findings could partly be explained by the
increasing difference in financial resource availability between social classes in old age
(Albertini 2013), which is partly owing to social-class differences in prolonged work-
ing life (Fransson and S ̈oderberg 2018) and the enhanced probability of having capital
income among the higher social strata in late life (Gustafsson et al. 2009). Results indi-
cate that, as fewer people work in manual occupations (Fritzell and Lundberg 2007),
a growing proportion of older adults will hold non-manual jobs, as confirmed by this
study. Additionally, the occupational based part of the pension system has heightened
the risk of income inequality in old age, favouring non-manual workers and thereby
increasing financial disparities among older adults (Hagen et al. 2022).

When younger family members need financial support, older adults from higher
social strata provide it to maintain the family’s social status, aligning with the concept
of status reproduction (Albertini and Radl 2012). Consequently, an increasing num-
ber of families with older parents will likely uphold and widen the socio-economic
gap through financial transfers, contributing to greater inequality among younger
generations (Fritzell and Lennartsson 2005; Palomino et al. 2022).

There ismost likely an interaction between gender and social class in financial trans-
fers. Women have increased their education and labour force participation and are
thereby changing the gender composition within social classes. In addition, they differ
in their giving preferences and family attachments compared to men (Baeriswyl et al.
2022; Kohli and Künemund 2003; Silverstein et al. 2006), which could also change with
social-class belonging. This will be important to address in future research in studies
with larger sample sizes. It is also essential to further understand what drives changes
in both the likelihood of providing financial support and the amounts provided and
to disentangle differences between children and grandchildren as receivers. Finally, to
fully grasp intergenerational inequalities in Sweden, measuring wealth is essential, as
studies without this data, including the current one, may underestimate the extent of
transmissions (Hällsten and Thaning 2021).

Strengths and limitations of the study
This study utilises SWEOLD, a nationally representative sample of older individuals
with consistently high response rates across all data collection waves. Therefore, the
respondents represent the population well, encompassing frail and institution-based
individuals. The response rate was lower during 2021 than in previous data collection
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waves, which could be a result of a generally lower tendency to respond to
questionnaires and an increasing fear of fraud. The study’s uniqueness also lies in the
availability of information about financial transfers to both children and grandchil-
dren and information on the amounts given. Still, there is a limitation in the crudeness
of the values transferred, since we do not have an exact sum and we do not cap-
ture those providing less than 5,000–7,000 SEK (i.e. the threshold for transfers in and
out of the household). Owing to the small sample sizes, the results concerning the
socio-economic differences in transfers should be taken with caution.

A potential limitation of the study is the ten-year interval between eachwave of data
collection. Another limitation is the challenge of disentangling gender differences in
downward intergenerational financial transfers. Although the respondents are answer-
ing a question about whether they have provided financial support, there is a possibility
that this is a joint decision within the household, which makes it difficult to discern
the individual responsible for the decision to give (Andreoni et al. 2003; Wiepking and
Bekkers 2010). To address this issue, sensitivity analyses were conducted in which the
analyses were stratified by the respondents’ living situation. These analyses revealed
a more pronounced gender difference in providing financial support among those liv-
ing alone compared to cohabiting parents, with non-cohabitingmen givingmore often
than non-cohabiting women. These findings align with European research suggesting
that individuals living alone, especially women, are less likely providers of financial
support (Tur-Sinai and Lewin-Epstein 2020). Furthermore, sensitivity analyses indi-
cated a growing tendency among cohabiting women to provide downward financial
transfers during the study period, exceeding cohabitingmen in the proportion of those
providing financial support in 2021.

Conclusion
This study confirms and complements previous research by demonstrating an increase
in downward intergenerational financial transfers among older parents in Sweden, in
terms of both occurrence and amounts provided.The findings underscore the substan-
tial contribution to grandchildren in this trend, while also shedding light on evolving
gender and social-class patterns in these transfers. From a policy standpoint, it is cru-
cial to recognise the scale and the social distribution of intergenerational financial
transfers and their impact on societal inequality. With a progressively ageing popu-
lation and its unequal distribution of financial resources, there is a significant risk of
life opportunities being unevenly distributed for future generations.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.
1017/S0144686X24000825.
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