
FOR OLDER CAREGIVERS,  
FINANCIAL CHALLENGES  
ABOUND

“I GET UP IN THE MORNING, AND I’M 
TAKING CARE OF SOMEBODY. TO BE  
A CAREGIVER IS THE HARDEST JOB 
I’VE HAD IN MY LIFE.”

Long-term medical conditions disproportionately affect older 
people, but they also have a less visible impact on spouses  
and other caregivers who live with them. These chronic 
healthcare issues create unexpected financial struggles and 
emotional hardships, and impact the caregiver’s ability to  
earn a living. In some instances, caregivers spend roughly  
20% of their income on caregiving activities, which means 
they need to cut back on spending in other areas.1 At the same 
time, family caregivers are often at high risk of losing or being 
unable to work a traditional job. One in four caregivers spends 
more than 40 hours per week on caretaking activities.2 

For Larry, earning a living well into his 60s and 70s  
proved difficult. The former bartender suffers from 
debilitating back pain and a kidney condition that makes  
even walking difficult, so he hasn’t worked in more  
than five years. His wife, Koren, is his main caregiver,  
leaving her unable to work as well. Both collect  
Social Security, but the amount is hardly enough to  
cover their mortgage. 

“We were both working, so we had an income and  
could put some money away,” Koren says. “[These days],  
we need to make sure we have gas and food.”

1 “Family Caregiving and Out-of-Pocket Costs: 2016 Report,” AARP, Nov. 2016.
2 “Caregivers of Younger Adults: A Focused Look at Those Caring for Someone Age 18 to 49,” 

National Alliance for Caregiving (NAC) and the AARP Public Policy Institute, June 2015.

of their income on  
caregiving activities

20%
In some instances,  

caregivers spend roughly

When Larry, 73, and Koren,  
69, moved from San Francisco 
to a 55-and-over community  
in Las Vegas in 2001, they were 
looking forward to enjoying 
their later years. They would 
take advantage of the city’s 
booming hospitality scene  
and keep working while  
building a nest egg to retire 
fully. Unfortunately, it didn’t 
quite work out that way.
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https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/research/surveys_statistics/ltc/2016/family-caregiving-costs.doi.10.26419%252Fres.00138.001.pdf
https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/ppi/2015/caregivers-of-younger-adults-focused-look.pdf
https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/ppi/2015/caregivers-of-younger-adults-focused-look.pdf


A Difficult Prognosis

Chronic health problems leave some caregivers constantly 
struggling to find resources. After her husband, an Iraqi 
veteran, was diagnosed with both psychiatric and physical 
conditions, Valerie, 57, was forced to close her daycare 
business to care for him. But after months as a full-time 
caregiver, including helping him get dressed and preparing  
his food, Valerie asked her two adult sons to move in to  
help her take care of her husband. 

“They helped me get a break,” she says. 

Like many families, Valerie did not fully anticipate all the 
demands involved in being a caregiver for her husband.  
Only one in 10 adults say they expect to be a caregiver, 
whereas in reality, as many as one in three adults will be  
a caregiver at some point throughout their lives.3 

Though Valerie receives a small stipend as her husband’s  
full-time caregiver, finances are tight. As her husband’s  
illness has progressed, leaving her unable to work,  
Valerie has not had the flexibility to build her own savings. 

“In my mind, I’ve already retired,” Valerie says. “I can’t  
go out and work anywhere, because he’s here with me.”

 

Facing Financial Roadblocks —  
and Long-Term Uncertainty

Caregiving challenges can quickly erode existing savings at a 
time when older, low-income adults are already “experiencing 
increased demands on their time and money from other 
family members,” says Jennifer Tescher, President and CEO 
of the Financial Health Network. Recent AARP research 
shows this is indeed the case. Personal finances are a concern 
for family caregivers: 28% have stopped saving, 23% have 
taken on more debt, and 22% have used up personal short-
term savings.4

CAREGIVING CHALLENGES CAN 
QUICKLY ERODE EXISTING SAVINGS  
AT A TIME WHEN OLDER, LOW-INCOME 
ADULTS ARE ALREADY “EXPERIENCING 
INCREASED DEMANDS ON THEIR  
TIME AND MONEY FROM OTHER  
FAMILY MEMBERS.” 

3 “Health care cost planning,” Nationwide Financial, 2020.
4 “Caregiving in the U.S.,” National Alliance for Caregiving (NAC) and AARP, May 2020.
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Even caregivers who felt secure with pension benefits are 
living paycheck to paycheck. For Howard, a retired mail 
carrier who now looks after a son with autism, purchasing 
additional life insurance has given him peace of mind, but the 
additional expense has made it more difficult to keep up with 
monthly bills. 

“When I retired, the annuity was okay,” the widower says. 
“Now it’s harder, because they raised [the prices of] 
everything.”

Howard also finds it difficult to continue his round-the-clock 
caregiving responsibilities as his own health deteriorates. 
Now in his 80s, it is more difficult for him to take care of 
another person full-time, he admits. With so few resources, 
he must focus on his own needs as a caregiver so he can 
continue to provide the care his son needs. 

“I can take care of my son over here, but the way I always 
understood it [is] it’s more important to take care of myself 
first,” he says.  

Although more than one-third of caregivers say taking  
care of loved ones has brought more purpose into their  
lives, the unexpected hurdles and strain on everyday life 
are compromising the financial stability of millions of  
families and low-income older adults.5  It can also be  
difficult to work through the daily hurdles.

“I get up in the morning, and I’m taking care of somebody.  
To be a caregiver is the hardest job I’ve had in my life,”  
Valerie admits. 

FINANCIAL LIVES AFTER 50:  
RETHINKING THE GOLDEN YEARS  
is a six-part video series that follows 
the lives of low- to moderate-income 
adults over 50 across the U.S. It offers 
an inside look at what it means to age in 
America and what needs to be done to 
foster financial resilience in millions of 
homes around the country. 

Watch Episode 3 for a glimpse into  
the lives of aging caregivers. 

ALTHOUGH MORE THAN ONE-THIRD 
OF CAREGIVERS SAY TAKING CARE  
OF LOVED ONES HAS BROUGHT  
MORE PURPOSE INTO THEIR LIVES,  
THE UNEXPECTED HURDLES AND 
STRAIN ON EVERYDAY LIFE ARE  
COMPROMISING THE FINANCIAL  
STABILITY OF MILLIONS OF FAMILIES 
AND LOW-INCOME OLDER ADULTS.

5 “Long-term care cost planning,” Nationwide Financial, 2020.

https://nationwidefinancial.com/nationwide-retirement-institute/health-care-in-retirement/long-term-care?_ga=2.215051345.774215413.1585068438-788798136.1585068438

