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Introduction

During the twentieth century, a twofold demographic revolution took place in all West-
ern countries. On the one side, an exceptional increase in life expectancy and, from the
second half of the century, a sharp decline in fertility. These demographic changes have
led to a rapidly ageing population, involving the time period that individuals spend in
different family roles, marking the onset and duration of intergenerational relationships.
Of those, one of the most affected is grandparenthood.

In this article, we examine changes over an 18-year period of grandparenthood in Italy
by considering a set of measurements which are grandparents’ demographic and socio-
economic characteristics, number of grandchildren, grandparenthood prevalence, tim-
ing of grandparenthood and its life course context.
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On a background level, Italy is a country which since the second half of the twen-
tieth century has experienced a steeper decline in mortality and fertility compared
to other developed countries. According to the latest available data (ISTAT, 2021),
life expectancy at birth reached 81 years for men and 85 for women in 2019, an
increase of 17 and 18 years, respectively, compared to 1950-1953. The total fertil-
ity rate (TFR) has declined from 2.3 children per woman in 1952 to 1.3 children per
woman in 2019, and the average age at first child for women increased from 25 to
32 over the same period of time. On the one hand, increasing life expectancy could
result in more years of life spent as grandparents, as well as a greater likelihood of
sharing this role with other living grandparents. In this way, grandchildren will also
enjoy more surviving grandparents and for a longer time. On the other, the down-
ward trends in fertility and the time delay in parenthood are likely to defer the onset
of grandparenthood, shortening its duration, and increase the share of people who
never become grandparents.

Due to its family-focused social context and limited public childcare facilities,
Italy is an optimum country to study the transition to grandparenthood over time
(Di Gessa et al., 2016; Glaser & Hank, 2018; Zamberletti et al., 2018). Grandparents
in Italy constitute a fundamental source of family support and play a central role in
providing informal childcare. In addition, grandparental childcare is gaining in sig-
nificance as more women are participating in the labour market (Arpino et al., 2014),
with around 39% of grandchildren aged 0-13 cared for by grandparents when their
parents are at work in 2016, an increase of about 10% over the last two decades (Pas-
qualini et al., 2021).

However, the demography of Italian grandparenthood is only being studied to a
limited extent. Little is known about how the grandparental phase of life is changing
in Italy, nor of the potential opportunities or threats these changes pose for the family
and society in the context of the Italian welfare state, for which the country deserves
particular attention. In this work, we exploit individual-level information from an
ISTAT series of Italian surveys on families carried out in Italy in 1998, 2003, 2009 and
2016. Thus, we add to the existing knowledge in relation to the national context by
exploring the demography of Italian grandparenthood from a time-based comparative
approach.

The paper is structured as follows. We begin by introducing the basic background.
We see grandparenthood as a key event in the transition to older age, and we out-
line the possible changes one can expect according to the demographic dynamics of
the last two decades. Then we review some previous studies and briefly discuss rel-
evant findings and key patterns. In the next section, the data and methods we used
are introduced and results are presented. First, we give extensive descriptive statis-
tics displaying the evolution of the main demographic and socio-economic charac-
teristics of grandparents. Second, following Margolis (2016), we analyse changes in
the proportion of adults with grandchildren, with children but no grandchildren and
childless from 1998 to 2016, to disentangle the extent and causes of grandparenthood
delay. According to Leopold and Skopek (2015b) then we explore the median age at
transition to grandparenthood, its interconnections with other life events, and its
duration. This is followed by a discussion and conclusions.
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Background

We know relatively little about grandparents, almost nothing about grandparents in the
past, and little more about grandparents now. The gap in research on grandparents in
the past is partly explained by the focus of family studies on the existence of the so-
called nuclear family, isolated from kinship, theorized by Talcott Parsons as an emerg-
ing functional model for the needs of the western industrialized society (Zanatta, 2013).
Furthermore, until the recent past, the image of grandparents in Western societies was
associated with old age and physical decline, and the high mortality rate for older people
very often prevented the creation and strengthening of the relationship between grand-
parents and grandchildren. Since the second half of the twentieth century, there has
been a real revolution in this respect. Life expectancy has lengthened, and what we now
call ‘the third age’ has emerged, in which older people are in good health, have become
economically independent, can engage in activities, and interact with the younger gener-
ations. From the second half of the century, the sharp fertility decline has also led to the
establishment of more intense and personalized intergenerational relationships as mul-
tiple generations in a family spend more of their years together than ever before (Bengt-
son, 2001; Lesthaeghe, 2010).

In the context of the growing relevance of multigenerational family relationships,
intergenerational relations between grandparents and their grandchildren have been
recognized as one of the most common and significant multigenerational ties (Silver-
stein et al., 1998; Uhlenberg, 1993), and research on ageing families and grandparent-
hood has broadened in recent decades, both in a number of European countries and
internationally (Hank et al., 2018). Most of these deal with the grandparental role in
childcare and family support, while occasionally, research has referred to the changing
demography of the grandparent—grandchild relationship. This is particularly the case
in the European context as empirical evidence on this issue mainly focuses on North
America (Skopek, 2021).

The demography of grandparenthood concerns the impact of demographic changes
on grandparenthood, such as mortality reduction and changes in fertility behaviours. It
addresses a set of questions. For example, at what age is grandparenthood mostly occur-
ring? How much of their lifetime do grandparents spend with their grandchildren? Has
it increased over time?

Szinovacz (1998) was among the first to employ survey data to provide answers to
some of these questions, providing results for the timing of the transition to grandpar-
enthood in the United States. Based on the National Survey of Families in Households,
she estimated that the mean age at grandparenthood in 1990 was 46 for women and 49
for men. Following Szinovacz’s approach, later estimates came for Canada (Kemp, 2003)
and the Netherlands (Dykstra & Komter, 2006).

One special comprehensive analysis of the timing of grandparenthood is given by
Leopold and Skopek (2015b) using data from the USA and Europe (Italy not included).
In their international comparison study, they first state considerable heterogeneity
across countries in the median age at grandparenthood for grandparents born between
about 1930 and 1947. Second, they provide evidence of cross-national disparities in
the life course context in which the transition to grandparenthood is experienced.
Third, by taking the difference between life expectancy at age 60 and the median age
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at grandparenthood, they show substantial variation across countries in the length of
grandparents’ stage of life. Further, using data from the German Ageing Study, Leopold
and Skopek (2015a) compares German women born between 1949-1958 and 1929-
1938 to analyse cohort changes in grandparenthood transition. Their results reveal a
substantial delay in the timing of grandparenthood over the observed 20 years. Further
to this, they find a strong educational gradient in the probability of grandparenthood
among West German women born between 1933-1948 (Skopek & Leopold, 2017).
Using simulated data, Margolis and Verdery (2019) estimated the historical changes
in the demography of grandparenthood in the United States for the 1880-1960 birth
cohorts, confirming an increase in the median age of grandparenthood.

Using Canadian data from 1985 to 2011, Margolis (2016) also finds a general post-
ponement of grandparenthood status in the population, with an increase of about
10 years in the median age at grand-motherhood. Nevertheless, the delayed timing of
grandparenthood does not shorten the length of life lived as grandparent in Canada, as
it is offset by an increase in life expectancy. Furthermore, evidence confirms that the
period of healthy grandparenthood in the USA and Canada is becoming longer because
of improvements in health and mortality, which more than compensates delays in grand-
parenthood (Goodman et al., 1974; Margolis & Wright, 2017; Song & Mare, 2019).

The available evidence suggests that there have been significant changes in the demo-
graphic trends in grandparenthood. However, European evidence is still fragmented,
partly due to the cross-national heterogeneity which characterizes the context of Europe.
Based on Finnish church records, Chapman et al. (2017) analysed changes in the length
of grandparenthood from 1790 to 1959, reporting a considerable increase in the num-
ber of years of life shared by grandparents and grandchildren. Using retrospective infor-
mation from SHARELIFE 2008/09, the third wave of the Survey of Health, Ageing and
Retirement in Europe (SHARE), Arpino et al. (2018) described for the first time how
individual fertility and partnership histories influence a set of grandparenthood-related
outcomes in later life. Their findings confirm great heterogeneity in the demography
of grandparenthood across different groups of individuals, according to their fertility
and family history. A recent multi-country study involving nine European countries,
including Italy, has been published by Skopek (2021). Following an extensive review
of the available evidence on the demography of grandparenthood, his paper presents
demographic kinship models to explore changes in the demographic context of grand-
motherhood and multigenerational women’s relations in Europe, from the middle of the
twentieth century to the present day. The author found that the age at which women
experience grandparenthood has increased steadily in all countries over time, while pop-
ulation prevalence of grandparenthood has declined. Accordingly, the number of multi-
generational family ties women experience in their lives has also decreased significantly
over the past 60 years in Europe. In the country ranking proposed by Skopek, Spain and
Italy stand out as having the lowest ‘grandchild supply’ (i.e. number of expected grand-
children over the life course), as well as the lowest prevalence of grand-motherhood.

By using Italian data, Di Gessa et al. (2020) directly explore the link between fertility,
measured as number of children and age at parenthood, and the transition to grandparent-
hood between and within 1920s, 1930s and 1940s birth cohorts. Their study clearly indi-
cates a postponement in the timing of grandparenthood by cohorts. In the 20 years which
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separate men and women born in the 1920s and the 1940s, the estimated median age at
grandparenthood moved forward by 5 years. Additionally, the authors provide evidence on
the role of family composition and regional heterogeneity in this shift, suggesting that the
overall postponement of median age is not uniform across different subgroups of mothers
and fathers by number of children (with those having large and early families facing earlier
transitions) and geographical area (driven by varying family compositions).

Broadly, though the demography of grandparents in Italy is a rather explored topic, at
the current time there is almost no representative survey research that has addressed
the question of how the transition to grandparenthood has been changing over time.
Our paper investigates how falling mortality rates and delayed fertility have played out in
Italy over the last two decades. Our aim is to participate in giving an overall understand-
ing of the mid-term consequences of these changes on the demography of grandparent-
hood in Italy.

Data and methods

Data sources

Data for the analysis are drawn from two sources. First, to provide a comprehensive insight
into the demographic profile of grandparents in Italy, we used data from the four waves
of the Survey on Families, Famiglia e Soggetti Sociali (Family and Social Subjects—FSS),
carried out by the Italian Institute of Statistics (ISTAT) in 1998, 2003, 2009 and 2016. The
survey is the main statistical source on family structure and social characteristics of Italian
households and covers a wide variety of information on contemporary and retrospective
demographic and socio-economic characteristics for individuals resident in Italy (ISTAT,
2016). These data provide nationally representative estimates of the prevalence of grand-
parenthood among a large sample of adults and are representative of all persons aged 18
and over. The second data source is the Italian life tables by sex for 1998 and 2016 released
by ISTAT, used to estimate the length of grandparenthood in the two years.

Analytical sample
The paper employs two different analytical samples. First, we include all respondents
aged 35 and older, for which information on grandparenthood is available in the FSS
Survey. Then we describe stability and changes in a set of demographic and socio-eco-
nomic characteristics on both grandparents’ and non-grandparents’ samples. Besides
this, according to the approach of Margolis (2016), we work on breaking down the
population into grandparents, non-grandparents because childless, non-grandparents
because their children are childless. The focus is on assessing the population prevalence
of the three groups and tracking changes from 1998 to 2016, the two extreme years of
those available. Second, from the original sample we select respondents aged 60 and
over at the time of interview with at least one living child in 1998 (N=27.625) and 2016
(N=15.743) to study the age at grandparenthood (sample selection reported in Table 4).
As fewer than 50% of the respondents are grandparents at young ages, we set the lower
bound of age 60 to be able to estimate the median age at grandparenthood as a single
measure of the distribution. Moreover, with a 60-year cut-off, we are accurate to assume
that the first-order fertility process (i.e. grandparents’ fertility) is mostly completed by all
individuals in the risk set.
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Measures for the demography of grandparenthood

Our main dependent variable is based on the self-reported grandparent status. It is
recorded for respondents aged over 35 who are asked whether they had any grandchil-
dren and, if so, how many grandchildren at the time of the survey. Those reporting at
least one grandchild are coded as grandparents (G1) (1998: N=9.518; 2003: N=10.274;
2009: N=19.643; 2016: N=6.222), while respondents who are not grandparents are fur-
ther allocated between those having children (i.e. their children are childless) and those
who are childless. The few respondents who reported having grandchildren (G3) but no
children (G2) were excluded from the sample (1998: N=60; 2003: N=41; 2009: N=16;
2016: N=33), while there is no missing data for the remaining sample.

In all analysis, having children (G2) is coded in a broad way, including biological,
adopted, or foster children. This is since the survey makes it unfeasible to reconstruct
the direct kinship link between all reported children (G2) and grandchildren (G3). Thus,
if we had only focused on the biological children, we would not have known which and
how many children are of their descent. Though, to test the robustness of this definition,
we went through the trend in the share of adopted or fostered children in the four waves.
The descriptive analyses reveal a consistent trend, so that the rate of adopted or fostered
children in Italy remains firm at around 1% of the total number of children. Lastly, in
addition to the prevalence of grandparenthood, we investigate age patterns, the number
of grandchildren, the timing of the transition to grandparenthood and its duration.

Timing of grandparenthood (G1) (i.e. age at grandparenthood) is based on the date
of birth of the first grandchild (G3). Each grandparent in the FSS Survey is asked to list
the age of up to three non-cohabiting grandchildren, while information on co-resident
grandchildren is given in the household data sheet.

For respondents with no more than three grandchildren, the age at the first grandchild
was figured as the difference between the age of the grandparent (G1) and the age of the
oldest grandchild (G3). Differently, for respondents with over three grandchildren, for
whom we are not sure of their age at grandparenthood, we implement the strategy sug-
gested by Di Gessa et al. (2020), who proved with a set of robustness tests the validity
of their approach. For this sub-sample of grandparents, they consider as age at grand-
parenthood «the lowest age between (i) the age calculated by subtracting the age of the
oldest grandchild among the three reported from the age of the respondent and (ii) the
youngest age at which any of the respondent’s children left home. In this latter case, we
added 2 years assuming that respondents would become grandparents about 2 years
after their child left the parental home».

We then further refined the last step of the estimating system as follows: (a) for
those respondents (G1) whose child (G2) first left home was born before 1960, we add
2 years to the age of the respondent (G1), and 3 years in the case of male children (G2)
who left before the age of 21, to account for leaving home for military service;' (b) for
those grandparents (G1) whose first child (G2) to leave home was born after 1960, we
add 3 years to the respondents’ age (G1). These estimate adjustments let us account for
the process of fertility postponement recorded in Italy in the 1935-1970 generations

! In 1998, each respondent reported on the sex of up to three children. When present (78%), through the date of birth
we linked it to the first child leaving the household. When absent, we assigned 2 years of time.
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(Caltabiano et al., 2009), approximately those of the children (G2) of the grandparents
(G1) involved in the sub-sample (1998: grandparents born before 1938; 2016: grandpar-
ents born before 1956).

Overall, the strong correlation explained by Di Gessa and colleagues between resi-
dential autonomy, marriage and fertility is still valuable, notably for the 1998 survey
(Billari & Kohler, 2002; Billari et al., 2001; Rosina & Fraboni, 2004). For 2016, we can
assume greater variability in the data, and thus a weaker association between these life
events compared to previous data. Nevertheless, it is noteworthy that in the 2016 survey
the share of grandparents aged over 60 with more than three grandchildren decreases
(Table 4), so that the estimation system applies to a reduced number of observations.
Besides, we test the correlation between the ages of grandparenthood calculated with
the two methods for the sub-sample of grandparents for which we have the exact age at
grandparenthood (i.e. grandparents of up to three grandchildren), and results confirm a
strong correlation in 1998 (r=0.70) and fairly strong in 2016 (r=0.57). Overall, the esti-
mated age at grandparenthood is taken for 23% of grandparents in 1998 and for 16% of
grandparents in 2016. Lastly, to test the robustness of our findings, all analyses involving
grandparenthood timing were replicated for the sample of grandparents for whom the
event age is known, and these confirm the reported patterns (Table 8 in the Appendix).

Methodological approach

After providing descriptive statistics for the 4 years of survey, we present the prevalence
of grandparenthood by age and sex for 1998 and 2016 to capture possible variations over
time. We then try to factorize the rest of the population into those who are not grand-
parents (G1) because they do not have children (G2), and those who are not grandpar-
ents because their children do not have children themselves (G3). This, in turn, gives
us the opportunity to estimate the relative contribution to the change in the prevalence
of grandparents due to an increase in respondents’ childlessness, or to their children’s
childlessness (Margolis, 2016).

To describe the process of grandparenthood, we follow the approach introduced by
Leopold and Skopek (2015b). We use survival analysis to explore the median age at
grandparenthood and other four life transitions: (1) transition to motherhood or father-
hood; (2) end of active parental status, which occurs when the youngest child turns 16;
(3) transition to the empty nest, when all children leave the parental home; (4) age at
retirement or transition to inactivity for those ever in paid work in the past.

We are aware that the age of 16 as the end of active parenthood is probably not com-
pletely accurate for Italy as compared to other Western countries. Although the age of
16 marks the end of compulsory schooling in Italy, and therefore the possibility for a
young person to enter the labour market, this is not the case in practice. However, this
age is being used for reasons of comparability with previous research, a factor of great
relevance considering the limited number of related evidence.

We use the retrospective event histories given by respondents to set the time axis to
start in the respondent’s year of birth and to end at the age at which each event occurs,
as for example the age at birth of the first grandchild. If the year of one of the above tran-
sitions is not provided, the case is dropped from that particular analysis. Then we apply
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Kaplan—Meier estimates to compute the survival function for each transition to assess
the median age at each event (i.e. the 50th percentile) and, in relation to grandparent-
hood, the probability of being a grandparent at different ages (45, 50, 55, 60, 65, 70).

Models are performed separated by sex, in line with the different timing of major
demographic events. However, to avoid large data amounts in the text and the occur-
rence of minor differences, the first descriptive section of the paper presents the results
for the combined male and female sample. Details of data are nonetheless provided in
the Appendix (Tables from 5 to 7). Finally, given the descriptive nature of this article, for
all analysis and descriptive tables we use normalized weights based on the population’s
marginal distribution coefficients provided by ISTAT.

Results

Grandparents’ demographic and socio-economic characteristics

More than 30% of our samples had become grandparents. The proportion slightly differs
among years (Table 1): around 33% in 1998, 2003 and 20009, it fell to 31.5% in 2016. In
absolute values, there were about 10.9 million grandparents in Italy in 1998, 12.3 mil-
lion in 2016; roughly 28% of men and 38% of women in 1998, 27% and 35% each in 2016.
Overall, grandmothers represent the majority of respondents with a proportion still
equal over time to about 60%. Besides, the mean age of grandparents rose linearly from
68 years old in 1998 to nearly 71 in 2016.

Expected changes over time emerge in the proportion of married, separated or
divorced, highly educated and foreign-born grandparents. As derived from Table 1,
these trends reflect more general changes involving the whole population aged over 35,
including non-grandparents. However, the rate of increase of separated grandparents is
higher than that of non-grandparents (from 1.6% in 1998 to 4% in 2016 for grandparents;
from 3.3% to 6.6% among non-grandparents), as it is for the education level: in 1998,
about 11% of grandparents had an education beyond lower secondary school, this quota
raised to about 22% after slightly less than 20 years. Either of these trends deserve atten-
tion, in view of their potential implications for grandparent—grandchild relationships.
Rising divorce rates suggest that more grandparents experience marital dissolution
than in the past, as well as remarriages to partners who are not the grandchildren’s bio-
logical grandparents. Previous studies highlight that parental divorce can have negative
consequences for the well-being of both grandchildren and grandparents, as well as lim-
iting contact, particularly for paternal grandparents (Albertini & Tosi, 2018). Likewise,
increasing grandparental divorce can affect grandparent—grandchild relations, weaken-
ing its intensity and level of support. Furthermore, this rising level of education draws
attention to potential socio-economic differences in grandparenthood. As Skopek and
Leopold’s study suggests (2017), educational gradients in fertility indicate that grand-
parenthood experience could be multi-layered in both occurrence and timing in certain
contexts. Hence, higher-educated people could become grandparents later in life, com-
pared to lower-educated, or be more likely not to experience the transition at all (Arpino
et al., 2018). Another major difference emerges between grandfathers and grandmoth-
ers regarding widowhood. Because of the male disadvantage in life expectancy, together
with the fact that men are, on average, about 3 years older than the women they marry,
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Table 1 Sample socio-economic and demographic characteristics by survey year and
grandparental status. Weighted data, total sample

Grandparents Non-grandparents

1998 2003 2009 2016 1998 2003 2009 2016

Sample 9,518 10,274 9,643 6,222 22,070 19,810 18,363 13414
(%) (33.3) (33.2) (33.1) (31.5) (66.7) (66.8) (66.9) (68.5)
% Women 604 60.0 60.1 59.5 495 49.7 494 49.7
Mean age 68.3 69.1 70.1 709 50.1 50.2 50.5 52.2
(SD) (10.1) (10.2) (10.5) (10.7) (11.8) (12.1) (12.0) (12.6)
Marital status (%)
Never married 0.7 04 04 0.6 133 15.6 18.1 21.7
Married 684 68.2 674 66.7 76.5 715 67.6 62.1
Separated 16 2.1 39 4.1 33 52 0.6 6.6
Divorced 1.0 13 1.7 2.8 16 24 29 44
Widowed 284 280 266 258 53 54 48 52
Education level (%)
Tertiary 28 28 37 43 9.9 10.8 14.6 16.3
High sec 8.6 10.0 13.7 17.5 30.7 335 37.7 393
Low sec 12.3 16.0 220 282 288 333 317 325
rimary 51.8 519 458 413 25.7 19.0 13.6 9.7
No education 246 194 14.8 8.7 49 34 24 22
Working status (%)
Employed 109 11.2 10.9 11.6 552 58.2 594 574
Unemployed 0.5 09 1.8 09 3.0 34 6.1 4.5
Homemaker 276 238 256 234 19.5 17.2 16.4 15.6
Retired 535 57.5 557 585 19.2 179 15.0 17.6
Other 7.5 6.6 6.1 56 3.1 33 3.1 50
% Having own income 844 85.0 84.5 839 80.5 82.0 825 82.2
% Home ownership 755 754 77.5 758 735 74.4 741 71.7
Area of residence (%)
North 44.5 44.3 441 44.8 48.1 483 48.5 47.7
Centre 211 21.0 214 19.7 19.6 19.5 19.7 206
South and Islands 344 34.7 345 356 323 322 318 31.7
9% Foreign-born 1.5 1.7 n.a 56 26 4.0 n.a 10.8
Chronic disease 17.7 18.2 14.6 13.1 57 55 48 4.7

(% at least 1)

Source Famiglie e Soggetti Sociali, ISTAT

the proportion of widows is generally four times as high as that of men, although it has
decreased a little over time.

A distinctive trend is observed about work status. We find an increasing number of
pensioners offset by a decreasing proportion of homemakers within grandparents,
whereas employed and unemployed increase by under 1%. In the non-grandparental
population, meanwhile, the number of pensioners decreases, while employed and unem-
ployed people rise. However, it is worth mentioning that the two groups are very dis-
similar in terms of age and sex structure. Within non-grandparents the average age is
around 50 to 52 years, and the gender composition is nearly equal. Besides, compared
to the other variables described above, the trend in employment status is not linear over

time and can be closely linked to the economic context of the observed year.
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Table 2 Grandparents'family and social network by year. Weighted data, total sample

Survey year

1998 2003 2009 2016
Mean number of children (SD) 27 (1.5) 26 (14) 2.5 (1.2) 24 (1.1)
Mean number of grandchildren (SD) 3.5 (3.3) 33 (2.9) 32 (2.6) 3.1 (2.3)
% Having up to 3 grandchildren 654 65.9 68.5 684
% Co-residence with (at least) 1 grandchild 7.7 7.1 58 76
% Co-residence with (at least) 1 child 399 369 315 343
% At least 1 parent alive? 27.7 27.2 31.1 34.2
9% Co-residence with at least 1 parent? 74 6.4 59 49
% Having neighbours to rely on 528 488 49.1 48.8
% Having friends to rely on 385 413 446 444
9% Other relatives to rely on 303 343 350 36.1

Source Famiglie e Soggetti Sociali, ISTAT
2 Information gathered only from respondents under 69 years old

Fewer variations emerge across surveys when we consider the area of residence and the
proportion of grandparents with their own income and home ownership (about 84% and
75%, respectively). As regards the health status, unfortunately the questionnaire section
changed over time and no measure is directly comparable. In 1998 and 2003 respondents
were asked to report chronic diseases reducing their individual independence, while in
2009 and 2016 they were asked to report the presence of any limitation in the daily activ-
ities caused by health problems. Although not comparable, these variables are found to
have similar patterns, so we combined the information into one identifying those respond-
ents reporting at least one limitation due to chronic diseases or health problems. Consist-
ent with the health improvement we are aware of at a general population level, we find a
positive health development between grandparents and non-grandparents over time.

Grandparents’ family and social network
We also present descriptive statistics regarding the pattern of Italian grandparents’ fam-
ily and social networks over time. As expected, fertility postponement in Italy results in
a declining mean number of children and grandchildren among grandparents (Table 2).
The mean number of live born children for each respondent goes from 2.7 in 1998 to
2.4 in 2016, while the mean number of grandchildren from 3.5 to 3.1, respectively. Also,
the prevalence of grandparents having no more than three grandchildren increases
over time by 3 percentage points. Co-residence with children and grandchildren does
not reveal a linear trend, while the share of grandparents living together with one par-
ent decreases.” This, combined with the rising number of grandparents with at least one
parent still alive, is consistent with the process of healthy ageing and increased longevity.
Finally, we turn to the presence and composition of kinship networks, friendship, and
neighbourhood relations. This is due to the major role played by these networks as car-
riers of material and immaterial resources. Indeed, it is through the networks of rela-
tives, friends, or other people whom one comes into contact that it is possible to receive,

2 Information on parents is gathered only from respondents under 69 years old.
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Fig. 1 Prevalence of grandparenthood and factorization of non-grandparental population by age, sex and
year. Weighted data. Source Famiglie e Soggetti Sociali, ISTAT. Note A: p < 0.05 test for differences 1998-2016

for example, practical or financial help, ask for emotional support, or access information
that would otherwise be withheld.

From 1998 to 2016 there is a clear increase in the proportion of grandparents report-
ing to have friends and other relatives (besides close family members) they can count on
in case of need: 38.5% in 1998 and 44.4% in 2016 report having friends, 30.3% and 36.1%
(in 1998 and 2016, respectively) report having other relatives. In contrast, since 1998 the
share of respondents who report they have neighbours they can count on decreases.

Patterns in the prevalence of grandparenthood

Figure 1 displays the proportion of people who have grandchildren during their life-
time, those who do not have grandchildren because they are childless or because their
children are childless, by age and survey year. Overall, the median age at which half of
the population over 35 is made up of grandparents moved forward by at least 5 years
in the two observed decades. For both men and women, the postponement of grand-
parenthood is evident in middle age: the prevalence of grandfathers and grandmoth-
ers is reduced at any age in 2016 compared to 1998, and between the ages of 55 and
64, the ratio significantly decreases by about 10%.
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Table 3 Reasons for the declining prevalence of grandparents by age, sex and year

Grandparents gapin %  Decline prevalence in grandparenthood due to:

(2016-1998)
Increased Increased children Total (%)
childlessness (%) childless (%)
Grandfathers
50-54 —4.2% 293 —193 100
55-59 —7.0% 108 -8 100
60-64 —11.6* 13 87 100
65-69 —7.7* 15 85 100
70-74 —13.0% " 89 100
Grandmothers
50-54 —8.6% 73 27 100
55-59 —102% 48 52 100
60-64 —9.9* 12 88 100
65-69 —24 —167 267 100
70-74 —1.3 —395 495 100

Source: Famiglie e Soggetti Sociali, ISTAT
*p <.05 test for differences 1998-2016

Going into more detail, significant differences in the prevalence of grandmothers
are observed after the age of 45. As an example, in 1998 about 43% of women aged
55 to 59 had at least one grandchild, while this proportion fell to about 33% in 2016.
Relatedly, more than 60% of women aged between 60 to 64 were grandmothers in
1998, a share that goes down to about 50% in 2016. Men become grandparents later
than women, and the first significant differences in their population prevalence are
observed after the age of 50. Nevertheless, grand-fatherhood postponement is appar-
ent. For example, the proportion of grandparents between the ages of 60 and 64 fell
by around 11% between 1998 and 2016, and by nearly 8% in the following age group.

Figure 1 also shows the remaining share of respondents who are childless, or their
children are childless. Generally, the prevalence of childless and children-childless
women and men decreases with age, but both significantly increased over time, con-
tributing to the lower ratio of grandparents in middle age between 1998 and 2016. At
younger ages the prevalence of childless interviewed in 2016 overtakes that of 1998.
For women, we observe a reversal after 65, when the prevalence of childless women is
higher in 1998. This is offset by a higher prevalence of children-childless women and
men in 2016, which exceeds 1998 after the age of 50 for the former, and after 60 for
the latter.

Thereafter, we factorize the contribution to the significant decrease of grandpar-
ents between the two time points in reduction due to lower grandparents’ fertility (i.e.
childless grandparents), and reduction due to lower grandparents’ children’s fertility
(i.e. grandparents with childless children) (Table 3).

Among women, a significant decrease in the proportion of grandmothers is
observed between the ages of 50 and 64. Among younger women, aged 50-54 we
observe a decline in the prevalence of grandmothers by nearly 9%. 73% of this dif-
ference is caused by increased grandmothers’ childlessness, while 27% is attributable
to the rise in children’s childlessness. Among older women at ages 60—64, the most
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Fig. 2 Timing of grandparenthood and other life transitions (median ages) by sex and year. Source Famiglie e
Soggetti Sociali and Life Tables of the resident population, ISTAT

Table 4 Sample selection for survival analysis and descriptive statistics by year. Weighted

proportions

Sample selection 1998 2016

Original sample 31,588 19,636

(of which) Parents 27,625 15,743

(of which) Aged over 60 9419 7634

Cohort range 1898-1938 1913-1956

Women (%) 56 55

Grandparents (%) 78 71

Grandparents up to 3 grandchildren (%) 60 65

Mean age (SD) 71(7.8) 72(8.7)
Men Women Men Women

Mean n. of children 24 25 2.1 23

Mean n. of grandchildren 35 4.1 3.1 34

Mean age at grandparenthood (SD) 56 (6.9) 52 (6.9) 57(7.8) 53(8.3)

Source: Famiglie e Soggetti Sociali, ISTAT

relevant factor which explains an 88% decline in the prevalence of grandmothers, is

increased children’s childlessness, while respondent’s childlessness accounts for 12%

of the gap. For men, statistically significant differences in the prevalence of grand-

parents can be noted until later ages. Nevertheless, from the causal breakdown we

observe a similar trend as for women. At younger ages (50—59) the minor proportion

of grandparents in the population in 2016 compared to 1998 was mostly due to an
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Fig. 3 Probability of becoming a grandparent by different ages, by sex and year. Source Famiglie e Soggetti
Sociali, ISTAT

increase in childlessness among those men, while after the age of 60 to an increase in
their children’s childlessness (above 85%).

The timing of the transition to grandparenthood

Figure 2 presents the estimated median ages for mothers and fathers in 1998 to 2016.
Survival analysis shows that the median age at grandparenthood moved ahead by 3 years
over the last two decades. Generally, most men and women became grandparents in
their late fifties, early sixties. Still, among mothers, the median age at grandparenthood
rose from 54 in 1998 to 57 in 2016, and among fathers from 59 to 62.

When comparing this figure with the simple mean age calculation (Table 4) we note
a downward bias of 2 to 5 years due to right-censored observations. With grandparent-
hood postponement from 1998 to 2016, the gap between the two measures widens as the
number of observations that are right-censored grow. So, the timing of grandparenthood
shifts forward over the last two decades in Italy. Figure 3 shows some detailed findings
in this respect. It reports the estimated probabilities of being a grandparent at different
ages for the 2 years under observation, and clearly indicates the extent of grandparent-
hood postponement. More than 56% of fathers and 71% of mothers had become grand-
parents by the age of 60 in 1998. In 2016, this applied to less than 44% of fathers and 60%
of mothers.

From Fig. 2, in addition to the median age at grandparenthood, we could note another
four life transitions of mothers and fathers on the same timelines: age at birth of the first
child, age at end of active parental role (i.e. age at the youngest child’s 16th birthday), age
at empty nest (i.e. age at which all children leave the parental home) and age at retire-
ment or inactivity. For this last transition, the risk set includes all individuals who have
ever worked in the past. The retirement or economic inactivity event is considered to
have occurred if the person retires or becomes unemployed, permanently sick or disa-
bled, a homemaker, or no longer seeks work opportunities.

The sequences of the analysed life transitions are consistent across the two surveys for
both men and women. Fatherhood was experienced at the median age of 29 in 1998 and
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of 28 in 2016, while motherhood started at age 25 and age 24, respectively. This is con-
sistent with the U-shaped trend in fertility among the cohorts of grandparents in ques-
tion. Indeed, the average age at childbirth in Italy has shifted from almost 29 years among
women born in the early 1930s to 27 years among the generations formed after the Sec-
ond World War, then stabilized until the generations born in the mid-1950s. Keeping
with this, the end of active parenting, so the age at which the youngest child turns 16,
is also anticipated in the generation of grandparents aged over 60 in 2016 compared to
those in 1998. It always precedes the birth of the first grandchild, while the empty nest
stage follows it. Nevertheless, the delay in becoming a grandparent shortened the time
before the empty nest period after a grandchild is born (from 7 to 3 years for grandfa-
thers, from 9 to 6 for grandmothers). Instead, transition to retirement or other forms
of work inactivity suggests some overlap with the beginning of grandparenthood and is
stable between the two cohorts, at age 60 for fathers and 54 for mothers. Again though,
the postponement of grandparenthood meant that by 2016, the arrival of the first grand-
child had shifted a few years beyond retirement. Finally, taking the difference between
remaining life expectancy at age 60 and the median age at the transition to parenthood,
we can provide a basic measure to estimate the expected length of grandparenthood in
the studied population. We find that, although grandparenthood has been delayed, Ital-
ian grandparents can expect to live the same years of life shared with grandchildren both
in 1998 and 2016: 21 years for fathers, 30 for mothers. Indeed, delayed grandparenthood
(4 3 years) coincides with higher life expectancies at age 60 in 2016 than 1998 (24 for
women and 20 for men in 1998, 27 and 23, respectively, in 2016).

Conclusion and discussion
The present study aims to further the demographic understanding of Italian grand-
parenthood, providing a demographic profile of grandparenthood in Italy over the
last 20 years, from 1998 to 2016, a period in which mortality declined, childlessness
increased, and fertility was postponed. Even though a growing number of studies indi-
cate that it is important to investigate the prevalence and timing of grandparenthood,
few surveys collect data on the transition to grandparenthood (Hank et al., 2018). This
study is the first applied to nationally representative survey data in Italy, a country where
notable declines in fertility and mortality, limited public services, and the crucial role of
grandparents in grandchild care deserve particular attention in the international context.
Generally, the profile of grandparents emerging from the FSS data is consistent with
many of the trends noted in earlier research at Italian and international level. According
to expectation and to previous evidence (e.g. Di Gessa et al., 2020; Leopold & Skopek,
2015b; Margolis, 2016), results show a clear postponement of grandparenthood by age
over time. Overall, the median age at which half of the population over 35 (for which
we have information on grandparenthood in the questionnaire) is made up of grand-
parents, moved forward by at least 5 years during the two observed decades. The post-
ponement of grandparenthood is evident in middle age: between 55 and 64 the ratio of
grandparents to non-grandparents decreased significantly by about 10%. Men become
grandparents generally later than women, but postponement trends are detectable for
both grandfathers and grandmothers.
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In terms of timing and length of grandparenthood, because of the postponement of
grandparenthood, the contemporary life periods of grandparents and grandchildren
have not increased but rather remained stable, despite increasing life expectancy. Specifi-
cally, we found that although fertility trends have resulted in people becoming grandpar-
ents at older ages in 2016 than in 1998, large increases in life expectancy (about 3 years
at age 60 for both men and women) outweighed the effect of this trend. Proportionally,
that means that the stage of life in which grandparents and grandchildren are coexist-
ing and can interact with each other is unchanged, according to the gender effects in
longevity: relatively 21 years of expected life as grandfathers for men, and 30 expected as
grandmothers for women. This notwithstanding the fact that, in terms of chronological
age, on average grandparents are older today than in the past, partly due to falling num-
bers of children, and mostly due to the delay in the birth of grandchildren (i.e. deferred
grandparents’ children’s fertility). This sort of changing profile of grandparenthood may
impact on the quality of intergenerational exchange. For example, if grandparents are
having increasingly fewer grandchildren, they could potentially be more involved (both
physically, financially and emotionally) with their grandchildren (Skopek, 2021). How-
ever, becoming a grandparent later in life could affect how much people can actually do
with their grandchildren, due to their state of health for instance. Nevertheless, despite
being older, grandparents are expected to be healthier today than in the past. Indeed, the
new generations of older people are different from the past, as rising levels of education
and economic well-being, the adoption of healthier lifestyles, as well as medical preven-
tion have had a large effect on the living conditions of the older population and on the
quality of survival. In any case, some studies also showed that age moderates the prob-
ability of taking care of grandchildren (Bordone & Arpino, 2016; Hank & Buber, 2009).
The question is still open, and further research should examine whether physical and
mental disability is being postponed at the same rate as grandparenthood in Europe.

Additionally, our analysis suggests that increases in age of grandparenthood are larger
than those in age at parenthood, age at retirement or inactivity in employment, age at end
of active parenthood and at empty nest. Even though grandparents in 2016 live longer
than in 1998, the intersection with other life events has not changed much. Supporting
the findings of Leopold and Skopek (2015b) on other European countries, the end of
active parenthood predates grandparenthood in Italy, while the empty nest phase follows
it. A minor change can be noted for retirement or inactivity, which, compared to 1998,
precede grandparenthood by few years in 2016. Changes in the timing and duration of
grandparenthood may have important implications for grandparenthood itself, but also
for its intersection with other grandparent and grandchild life transitions. Hence, con-
sideration of crossing life transitions becomes increasingly important with the delayed
entry into grandparenthood. The overlap of grandparenthood with other social positions
(e.g. being a parent, a child, or a worker), could create potential role conflicts (e.g. Arpino
& Bordone, 2017; Arpino & Goémez-Ledn, 2019; Van Bavel & De Winter, 2013; Zanasi
& Sieben, 2020) and grandparents embedding in a system of intergenerational relation-
ships which include caregiving for grandchildren (e.g. Aassve et al., 2010; Albertini &
Tosi, 2018; Arpino & Bordone, 2014; Glaser & Hank, 2018; Glaser et al., 2014). Moreover,
women are probably more likely to be affected by overlaps in different roles, as they usu-
ally take on most of the responsibility for care (Zamberletti et al., 2018). We show most
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people become grandparents at a time in life well after the end of active parenthood and
before the empty nest phase of life, both in 1998 and 2016. However, grandparenthood
postponement reduced the time before the empty nest period after a grandchild is born.
Delayed grandparenthood also implies that many middle-aged parents from 2016 are out
of the labour market when the first grandchild comes, and thus potentially more available
to care for grandchildren during working hours, especially when grandchildren are very
young, and the need of care is more intensive. This holds true for the currently living gen-
erations of grandparents, the ones covered in our study, possibly also due to the interplay
of children fertility postponement and the availability of early retirement options (Zanasi
& Sieben, 2020). Present changes in the age at transition to retirement, towards extending
working lives, together with increasing female labour force participation may affect the
ordering of these transitions in the future, increasing the number of grandparents still
active in the labour market when grandchildren are born or young.

The paper has some limitations, mostly concerning the implementation of survival
methods and the cross-sectional nature of the FSS data. The main constraint is linked to
the unavailability of data for the exact age at grandparenthood of the entire grandparents’
sample. However, sensitivity analyses were carried out on the subgroup of respondents
for which we do know the exact age at birth of the first grandchild (Table 8 in the Appen-
dix). Results confirm the emerged trends for which the end of active parenthood consist-
ently precedes the birth of the first grandchild, while median age at empty nest follows.
Median age at parenthood changes by one year in 1998 and for women in 2016, while
age at retirement or employment inactivity clearly predates the age at arrival of the first
grandchild in this model. This is particularly the case because we observe a shift by about
3 to 5 years in the median age at grandparenthood. The result is not unexpected, and still
confirms our estimates to be robust. Indeed, by excluding from the sample of analysis
those grandparents having more than three grandchildren we possibly miss out the old-
est respondents, who are most likely to have become grandparents at a younger age. This
leads us to a slightly higher estimate of the median age at birth of the first grandchild.

A second limitation of our study is that our assessment of grandparenthood is limited
to older adults, as the prevalence of grandparents is very low before age 60. Thus, we are
not able to consider how fertility and mortality patterns shape the transition to grand-
parenthood of the more recent cohort of people. Is therefore unknown whether parents
who are at risk of experiencing grandparenthood will become so in the future. Further,
to define the risk set on which Kaplan—Meier estimates are based, we only consider par-
ents in our models. Aware of the fact that a child must have reached reproductive age to
conceive a child in turn, we performed some sensitivity analyses by excluding from the
models those rare parents over 60 with children under 15 years old at the time of the
survey. We found no significant differences in the results.

Finally, our period estimates of the Italian demography of grandparenthood offer a
picture of two points in time, which is anyway useful when mortality has not yet been
realized and cohort data are not available. However, one potential source of bias in this
sense is selective mortality, or selective participation to the survey due to bad health
conditions. Mortality and poor health attrition is of relevance if the process is related
to fertility history (e.g. Grundy & Tomassini, 2005) and cannot be controlled without
longitudinal data. To partly control for this source of bias and to reduce the cohort’s
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heterogeneity, we applied the same models to people aged 60-75. Even controlling for
this restriction, our estimates are stable.

Despite these limitations, we believe that our findings are particularly useful for under-
standing the evolution of grandparenthood in Italy, and by the same time they consti-
tute a benchmark for future comparisons. Nevertheless, they also highlight the need
for further research, hinting at future directions. Certainly, an important objective for
advanced research on the demography of grandparenthood is to capture its education
gradient, while also accounting for cohort and regional differences.

Appendix
See Tables 5, 6, 7 and 8.

Table 5 Socio-economic and demographic characteristics by survey year and grandparental status.
Weighted data, men

Grandparents Non-grandparents

1998 2003 2009 2016 1998 2003 2009 2016

Sample 3910 4119 3,855 2,627 11,379 9,926 9,233 6,811
(%) (28.1) (28.3) (28.0) (27.1) (71.9) (71.7) (72.0) (73.0)
Mean age 68.3 69.3 703 712 49.6 49.8 503 519
(SD) (9.2) 9.5 9.8) (10.0) (11.0) (11.3) (11.3) (11.9)
Marital status (%)
Never married 04 0.2 0.2 0.3 136 16.7 203 24.2
Married 86.8 853 844 826 80.1 744 69.5 63.0
Separated 1.7 2.1 3.8 43 3.0 5.1 6.2 6.8
Divorced 0.6 1.1 14 26 14 19 23 39
Widowed 10.5 1.3 10.2 10.2 19 19 16 2.1
Education level (%)
Tertiary 4.2 39 5.1 4.7 10.7 1.0 135 15.2
High sec 10.7 121 17.0 203 321 336 38.0 39.2
Low sec 153 19.0 26.3 323 311 358 345 354
Primary 517 50.7 413 37.1 22.7 17.2 123 85
No education 18.2 14.3 10.3 56 34 24 1.7 1.7
Working status (%)
Employed 18.1 16.2 17.1 15.2 713 72.0 73.0 67.6
Unemployed 0.9 1.6 2.2 14 38 4.0 6.3 55
Homemaker na n.a na 0.8 na na na 0.5
Retired 76.6 783 75.8 776 217 209 17.6 20.0
Other 43 39 50 5.1 32 32 3.1 6.4
% Having own income 98.7 98.5 979 97.8 96.4 96.7 95.2 93.7
Area of residence (%)
North 43.0 429 43.6 449 482 48.8 49.0 47.8
Centre 214 20.8 211 18.6 19.6 19.3 19.7 20.7
South and Islands 356 36.3 354 36.5 322 319 314 315
% Home ownership 783 779 79.7 76.1 733 74.2 74.2 716
% Foreign-born 12 1.2 na 4.6 2.0 36 n.a 9.5
Chronic disease 15.2 16.0 13.2 120 46 4.5 4.5 43

(% at least 1)

Source: Famiglie e Soggetti Sociali, ISTAT
n.a. not available information
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Table 6 Socio-economic and demographic characteristics by survey year and grandparental status.

Weighted data, women

Grandparents Non-grandparents
1998 2003 2009 2016 1998 2003 2009 2016

Sample 5,608 6,155 5,788 3,595 10,691 9,884 9,130 6,603
(%) (37.9) (37.5) (37.5) (35.5) 62.1) (62.5) (62.5) (64.5)
Mean age 68.3 68.9 70.1 70.7 50.6 50.6 50.7 52.5
(SD) (10.7) (10.7) (10.9) (11.1) (12.6) (12.8) (12.7) (13.2)
Marital status (%)

Never married 1.0 0.5 0.6 0.9 13.0 14.5 15.8 19.1

Married 56.3 56.8 56.0 558 72.7 68.6 65.6 61.2

Separated 14 2.1 40 40 3.6 53 7.0 6.4

Divorced 13 1.5 1.9 29 1.8 29 35 50

Widowed 40.1 39.2 37.5 364 89 8.8 8.1 83
Education level (%)

Tertiary 1.8 2.0 2.7 4.1 9.0 10.6 15.7 174

High sec 72 8.7 11.6 155 293 335 374 394

Low sec 103 139 19.1 255 265 30.8 2838 29.6

Primary 519 52.6 488 442 28.7 20.8 14.9 11.0

No education 288 228 179 10.8 6.5 44 32 26
Working status (%)

Employed 6.2 79 6.8 9.2 388 442 455 47.0

Unemployed 0.2 0.5 1.5 06 22 2.8 59 34

Homemaker 457 396 426 388 393 346 33.1 309

Retired 383 436 424 45.5 16.6 14.9 123 15.1

Other 9.7 84 6.8 59 3.1 35 3.1 3.6
% Having own income 75.0 76.1 75.6 74.5 64.1 67.3 694 70.6
Area of residence (%)

North 455 452 44.5 447 48.0 47.8 48.0 47.6

Centre 209 21.1 216 204 19.7 19.7 19.7 205

South and Islands 335 33.7 339 349 324 326 323 319
% Home ownership 736 73.7 76.1 74.8 73.7 745 739 718
% Foreign-born 1.7 20 n.a 6.2 32 43 na 121
Chronic disease 194 16.7 15.6 13.8 6.8 6.4 5.1 5.1

(% at least 1)

Source: Famiglie e Soggetti Sociali, ISTAT

n.a. not available information
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Table 7 Grandmothers'and grandfathers'family and social network by year. Weighted data

Grandmothers

1998 2003 2009 2016
Mean number of children (SD) 27 (1.5) 26 (14) 2.5 (1.3) 32 2.4)
Mean number of grandchildren (SD) 37 (3.5 34 2.9 33 (2.8) 24 (1.3)
% Having up to 3 grandchildren 63.1 644 66.7 66.9
% Co-residence with (at least) 1 grandchild 9.1 8.1 6.6 8.6
% Co-residence with (at least) 1 child 397 369 311 36.0
% At least 1 parent alive? 293 286 335 34.8
% Co-residence with at least 1 parent? 6.1 6.1 6.1 54
% Having neighbours to rely on 534 49.7 50.1 484
% Having friends to rely on 36.8 40.0 426 42.7
% Other relatives to rely on 304 342 356 377

Grandfathers

1998 2003 2009 2016
Mean number of children (SD) 26 (1.4) 26 (1.3) 24 (1.1 3.0 2.1
Mean number of grandchildren (SD) 32 (2.9) 32 (2.7) 3.0 24 24 (1.0)
% Having up to 3 grandchildren 69.0 68.1 713 70.6
% Co-residence with (at least) 1 grandchild 56 56 4.7 6.1
% Co-residence with (at least) 1 child 40.2 36.8 319 315
% At least 1 parent alive2 252 25.1 274 332
% Co-residence with at least 1 parent? 9.7 6.9 57 4.1
% Having neighbours to rely on 519 47.5 47.5 49.5
9% Having friends to rely on 41.0 43.1 47.6 46.9
% Other relatives to rely on 30.0 344 34.1 338

Source: Famiglie e Soggetti Sociali, ISTAT
? Information gathered only from respondents under 69 years old

Table 8 Transitional probabilities to grandparenthood, median age of grandparenthood and other
life transitions by sex and year. Grandparents with no more than 3 grandchildren

1998 2016

Men Women Men Women
Sample 3198 3282 2826 2861
Median age at:
Grandparenthood 62 58 66 62
Parenthood 30 26 28 25
End of active parenthood 51 47 49 45
Empty nest 67 63 65 64
Retirement/inactivity 60 54 60 54
45 2% 6% 2% 7%
50 9% 19% 6% 15%
55 23% 39% 17% 29%
60 43% 57% 32% 46%
65 59% 70% 48% 59%
70 69% 75% 60% 68%

Source: Famiglie e Soggetti Sociali, ISTAT
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