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When President Barack Hussein Obama was inaugurated on January
20, 2009, the eyes of the nation and the world focused on a new,
multigenerational First Family.  President Obama, the First Lady,
their daughters, and the First Grandmother, Marian Robinson, are
sharing living quarters in the White House.

The Obama/Robinson household is not alone and, in fact, they join
a growing number of families living under one roof. The purpose of
this fact sheet is to provide information on the growing prevalence of
multigenerational households, the reasons, helpful tips, and a bit
about the rewards and challenges they face.

What are Multigenerational
Households?
The U.S. Census Bureau defines a multigenerational household as a
living arrangement in which three or more generations share a
housing unit.  The chart below shows types of multigenerational
family households in the U.S. reported in 2000, the year of the most
recent Census.1

The most common type of multigenerational family household is
one headed by grandparents and includes their children and grand-
children. The next  most common is a household headed by the
middle generation and includes their children and their parents.2

While multigenerational households represented less than 4 percent
of all U.S. households in 2000, the numbers have been increasing.
They are likely to increase even more in hard economic times when
families come to depend on each other.

Multigenerational Households Grew
from 3.0 Million in 1990 
to 4.2 Million in 2000
As a proportion of all households, the percentage with three or more
generations increased from 3.2 percent in 1990 to 3.9 percent in 2000.3

Multigenerational family households are more common in parts of the
country where housing shortages or high costs force families to double
up their living arrangements. For example, Hawaii had the highest per-
centage of multigenerational family households, 8.3 percent of all
households.4 These households are also more common in locales with
a high number of immigrants. 
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Children in Multigenerational
Households
Between 1990 and 2000 the percent of children living in multigenera-
tional households increased from 7.3 percent to 9.6 percent in the U.S.
The prevalence of this characteristic also grew in every state. 5

There is an ample body of research showing that living in a married
couple family is important for the well-being of children. There is also
some evidence that living in a multigenerational household provides
the child with additional caring adults increasing the likelihood of
reaching a healthy, productive adulthood.

One study found that adolescents who lived with a never-married sin-
gle mother in a multigenerational household were observed to have
better developmental outcomes than those who did not. 6

Other Types of Multigenerational
Households
In mid-nineteenth-century America, coresidence of the aged with their
children was almost universal. But, in the twentieth century the preva-
lence of this type of multigenerational family structure declined with
the introduction of Social Security and as agricultural and occupa-
tional inheritance became less important.7

In October 2008, the online magazine for realtors stated,8 “The num-
ber of heads of households who share their homes with their parents,
brothers and sisters, and other relatives grew 42 percent from 2000 to
2007.  The census finds a 75 percent increase in parents under the age
of 65 who are now living with their adult children.” Some of these
may be multi-generational households while others contain only two
generations.

Grandfamilies – grandparents and other relatives living with related
children under 18 – are an important type of multigenerational fami-
ly household.  But, if no parent of the children is present in the house-
hold, this is a two-generation household.  This type of family structure
is called a “skipped-generation family.”9

Reasons for Multigenerational
Households
There are many reasons generations live together. 

• Financial – The high cost of living, especially high housing costs,
may be a reason for families to “double up.”  Expenses of non-family
child care and elder care also may be important and found to be met
more easily under one roof. An older relative may outlive their retire-
ment savings or a family member may need to pay off school loans.

• Situational – Unemployment, divorce, or military deployment of a
spouse may require moving in with parents or children. Welfare
reform legislation passed in 1996 requires that teenage mothers must
live with a responsible adult in order to receive benefits.  A widow or
widower may be unable to live alone or be lonely and seek compan-
ionship. Young parents may have demanding jobs that require long
hours and travel and find older relatives willing to move in and help
with shepherding children to activities and with homework.

• Cultural – In many cultures, such as those of some immigrants,
American Indians and Alaskan Natives, families may believe in living
with multiple generations and find it quite natural.  These and other
groups may desire to stay connected to roots and to share rituals, holi-
days, and other special events.  Also, some individuals believe it is
healthier to live in age-integrated communities where young can ben-
efit from the wisdom of elders and older adults feel connected to the
future. 
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Rewards
Families have discovered that living together has numerous rewards
for all generations.  Sharon Niederhaus and John Graham point out
that parents of young children may receive help with child care from
grandparents.  The grandchildren obtain gifts of time, unconditional
love, and attention from their grandparents. In turn, grandparents get
emotional satisfaction from frequent interaction with their grandchil-
dren and from the responsibilities of helping them.  There is an emo-
tional closeness that often forms with physical proximity.10 Other stud-
ies have shown positive outcomes for older adults who engage with
children including less depression, taking better care of themselves
physically and reporting a sense of purpose. Children are less likely to
fear aging or stereotype older adults. 
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Challenges
As with any situation, there are challenges that often need to be
addressed.  It may take many months for  some individuals to adjust
to the changed lifestyle while at the same time  trying to find a com-
fortable level of involvement in each other’s lives.  Members of the
middle generation may feel stress balancing the needs of their parents
and children.  Many times there are renovations necessary to accom-
modate the physical needs of all family members – such as a ramp for
wheelchairs or strollers or child-proofed rooms.  Providing privacy for
all household members also may be challenging. 

Families can be creative with housing including renovations of cur-
rent homes, building a new home or moving to an existing home in
an age-integrated area.  Some new housing developments have studio
apartments on the first floor with wider hallways and lower light
switches for wheelchair accessibility. Some states and cities are rewrit-
ing zoning laws to allow for granny or mother-in-law apartments on
the land of single family homes. These apartments are great for
“granny, nanny or Danny,”11 demonstrating their flexibility as the
family structure changes.

In recent years Generations United has consulted with real estate
developers interested in building the communities of the future. These
developers see a decline in the interest in “sun cities” and an increase
in the appeal of intergenerational communities. 

Tips for Making it Work
• Talk about and make decisions in advance when planning to live

together including, but not limited to, expectations of everyone in
regards to household finances (who will buy groceries or pay the elec-
tric bill) and saving for the future.

• Discuss the length of stay making sure that everyone has the same
expectation about whether this will be a temporary or permanent
arrangement. Be prepared to renegotiate if things change.

• Establish boundaries which respect privacy, individual needs, parent-
ing roles, and what hours people keep. 

• Ensure open communications which could include regular family
meetings or possibly family counseling.

• Allow all family members to have separate and shared space or identify
family times and alone times.

• Never make assumptions. Accept that people are individuals. Early
birds and night owls are most likely not going to change their habits. 

• Be sure everyone understands what the agreements are and revisit and
adjust these when needed.

Resources
MULTIGENERATIONAL CELEBRATIONS THE FAMILY
CAN SHARE 

There are several times throughout the year designated to honor
multigenerational relationships.

• National Grandparents Day – This special day takes place each year
on the Sunday after Labor Day. The purpose is to honor grandparents,
to give grandparents an opportunity to show love for their children’s
children and to help children become aware of the strength, wis-
dom, and guidance older people can offer. For more information
about National Grandparents Day, visit www.grandparents-
day.com.

• National Family Caregiver Month – November is recognized as
National Family Caregivers Month.  It is a time to honor, thank,
support, assist, educate, and celebrate our nation’s more than 50
million people who were family caregivers during the year.  For
more information, visit www.nfcacares.org.

• Intergeneration Day – On the first Sunday in October, communities
throughout the country are encouraged to participate in intergenera-
tional activities to strengthen generational bonds.  For more informa-
tion, visit www.intergenerationday.org.

Other Resources
Together Again is a guide to successful multigenerational living writ-
ten by Sharon Niederhaus and John Graham. It is full of creative sug-
gestions and includes a resources section covering elder care; family
communication; and household aids, products and organizations for
older adults.

Conclusion
For many reasons multigenerational households are on the rise in the
United States.  They pose both challenges and rewards. Whether in the
White House or the house next door, these families are leading the
charge to for us all to value the interdependence of all generations.  

People always ask me if I’m proud of my children, and all the stuff they do is fine, 
but the thing I’m most proud of is they’re good parents.  That’s what gives me the most
comfort. All this other stuff is secondary.

– Marian Robinson, First Grandmother



Generations United (GU) is the
national membership organiza-
tion focused solely on improving
the lives of children, youth, and

older people through intergenerational strategies, programs, and public
policies. GU represents more than 100 national, state, and local organi-
zations and individuals representing more than 70 million Americans.
Since 1986, GU has served as a resource for educating policymakers and
the public about the economic, social, and personal imperatives of inter-
generational cooperation. GU acts as a catalyst for stimulating collabo-
ration between aging, children, and youth organizations providing a
forum to explore areas of common ground while celebrating the richness
of each generation.
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