
1 0 2   w w w . a m e r i c a s h e a l t h r a n k i n g s . o r g

Commentaries

America’s Health Rankings® Senior 
Report aggregates knowledge to allow 
us to begin assessing where we stand 
state by state with regard to the new 
aging demographics. How well are we 
dealing today with our rapidly aging 
population? How prepared are we 
for the future as millions more Baby 
Boomers age?

In addition to the value of such 
indicators for support to seniors, there 
is a group whose help to seniors is 
invaluable but whose support often 

goes unrecognized: family caregivers. According 
to Caregiving in the U.S. (2009)1, the most 
recent national caregiver survey, there are 39 
million family caregivers of people 65+. These 
caregivers include people caring for aging parents, 
grandparents and other relatives, as well as 
neighbors, friends and fictive kin. Most commonly 
caregivers are adult children, although as our 
population lives longer and longer we see more 
older caregivers themselves caring for the oldest 
old.2 

Family caregivers are the backbone of the 
long-term care system in this country, but state 
by state data on caregivers’ need for support and 
services is not yet calculated. They provide 80 
percent of the care unpaid to family and friends. 
They spend on average 20 hours per week on 
caregiving tasks, and half of them are providing 
personal care—bathing, dressing, feeding, toileting 
and transferring—on top of Instrumental Activities 
of Daily Living, such as managing finances, 
transporting to doctor’s appointments, and 
housekeeping. 

Caregiving can exact a considerable emotional, 
financial, and physical toll as well. Many caregivers 
report depression and stress, and often feel 
isolated and unrecognized. And, of course, their 
most common attribute is that they do not self-
identify. When corporations offer corporate 
eldercare services, only approximately 2 percent 
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of caregivers in a workplace will use the services—
even though an estimated 18-20 percent of 
employees are caring for someone.

The MetLife Study of Working Caregivers and 
Employer Health Care Costs (2007)3, an analysis 
of Health Risk Appraisals of over 2,000 employed 
caregivers in a large multinational corporation 
found that those employees reported poorer 
health and more chronic disease than non-
caregivers. There was an 8 percent differential in 
increased healthcare costs between caregiving and 
non-caregiving employees, potentially costing U.S. 
employers an extra $13.4 billion a year.

We also know that family caregiving can take 
a toll by caregivers neglecting their own health 
because they are focused on their loved one. A 
2006 Evercare funded study called Caregivers 
in Decline (2006)4 showed that 15 percent of 
caregivers thought their health had gotten a lot 
worse and another 44 percent thought it had 
gotten moderately worse due to caregiving 
responsibilities. More than half of them said that 
their decline in health had also affected their ability 
to care—an issue that could lead to their having to 
institutionalize their loved one, who may quickly 
spend down to Medicaid.

The single biggest factor for families going 
into bankruptcy is healthcare costs. Out-of-
pocket expenses for caregiving are one financial 
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The major issue 
is whether 
support 
for family 
caregivers will 
begin to be 
seen as integral 
to support 
to older 
Americans.

component. Caregivers reported in Family 
Caregivers—What they Spend, What They Sacrifice 
(2007) that they spent an average of $5,531 out 
of pocket to support the care recipient. This was 
more than 10 percent of the median income of the 
survey respondents, which was $43,026. Besides 
the after-tax outlay, caregivers can take a financial 
“hit” at the workplace. Over half of caregivers 
work full or part-time and 60 percent make 
workplace accommodations.5  

They come in late, leave early, take unpaid 
leaves of absence, drop back to part-time, pass up 
promotions, and even quit their jobs. Even if they 
have very understanding employers, caregiving 
can still cost them a great deal of time, money, and 
stress trying to balance work and family.

All the previous data have been national 
statistics developed from national surveys. 
Attempts to report family caregiving data on a 
state-by-state basis have been sporadic. Using 
data from the 2009 Caregiving in the US survey, 
AARP had a health economist estimate the 
numbers of caregivers in each state.6 AARP has 

also published and updated a national estimate 
of the value of unpaid caregiving to society: $450 
billion in 2010.7 Using the CDC’s 2010 Behavioral 
Risk Factor Surveillance System (BRFSS), the 
Alzheimer’s Association has been able to report 
on Alzheimer’s caregiver surveys in 9 states that 
choose to fund the Caregiver Module, a series of 
10 caregiver questions. This provides a population-
based snapshot of Alzheimer’s caregiving in 
Connecticut, New Hampshire, New Jersey, New 
York, Tennessee, Illinois, 
Louisiana, Ohio, and the 
District of Columbia.8, 9 Lastly, 
AARP has developed a 
state of social services state 
report card that includes a 
few proximate indicators for 
caregiving services along 
with others, such as whether 
there is paid family and 
medical leave (2 states).10

The major issue is whether 
support for family caregivers 
will begin to be seen as 
integral to support to older 
Americans. Without family 
caregivers, it would be 
necessary for someone—
family, the voluntary sector, 
churches, government—to 
pay for direct care workers 
to help the elderly. Support 
to family caregivers in terms 
of respite, training, stipends, 
and the like would cost much less than direct 
care workers. In addition, we should be assessing 
the ability and willingness of caregivers to care 
for their older relatives and friends, as well as 
collecting ongoing data on caregivers’ support 
needs. It is certainly in the country’s best interest 
to do what it takes to keep older people in their 
own homes rather than in nursing homes on 
taxpayers’ dollars. That is what older people and 
their family caregivers want as well.
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