Received: 3 September 2020

Revised: 3 February 2021

Accepted: 22 March 2021

DOI: 10.1002/psp.2473

RESEARCH ARTICLE

Long-term trends in intergenerational proximity: Evidence
from a grandchild design
Matthijs Kalmijn
Netherlands Interdisciplinary Demographic
Institute-KNAW, University of Groningen, The
Hague, Netherlands
Correspondence
Matthijs Kalmijn, Netherlands Interdisciplinary
Demographic Institute-KNAW, Lange
Houtstraat 19, 2511 CV The Hague,
Netherlands.
Email: kalmijn@nidi.nl

Abstract
Competing claims exist about how the geographic distance between parents and
their adult children has changed historically. A classic modernisation hypothesis is
that people currently live further away from their parents than in the past. Others
have argued for stability and the remaining importance of local family ties, in spite of
a long-term decline in co-residence of adult children and parents. The current paper
uses a novel design that relies on reports by grandchildren to study long-term
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changes in intergenerational proximity in the Netherlands. The analyses show that
there has been a clear and continuous decline in intergenerational proximity between
the 1940s and the 1990s. Mediation analyses show that educational expansion and
urbanisation are the main reasons why proximity declined. No evidence is found for
the role of secularisation and increasing international migration. Proximity to parents
declined somewhat more strongly for women than for men.
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I N T RO DU CT I O N

on the broader family context, that is, the dispersion of family members who do not live in the household. Considerations about the sup-

How close people live to their parents has been a topic of study in

port that is needed from parents in taking care of grandchildren

two fields. In family studies, the geographic distance between parents

(Kulu & Milewski, 2007) as well as considerations about the health

and children has been considered a dimension of family solidarity in

problems of older parents play a considerable role in decisions about

an ageing society (Roberts et al., 1991). When adult children live close

moving or staying (Artamonova et al., 2020; Silverstein, 1995). In both

to their parents, they are more likely to have face-to-face contact with

cases, decisions about moving and staying depend at least in part on

them and more likely to provide emotional and practical support to

where other family members live. In the former stream of studies,

older parents who are in need (Hogerbrugge & Komter, 2012; Knijn &

intergenerational proximity is a determinant of support exchange

Liefbroer, 2006; Treas & Gubernskaya, 2012). The time and money it

between parents and adult children; in the latter stream of studies,

costs to travel play an obvious role in this association, but adult chil-

intergenerational proximity is an outcome of (expected or desired)

dren who live close to their parents—and hence, have more regular

streams of support.

contact—may also be more likely to recognise parents' support needs
and hence provide more or more suitable care.

A long-standing idea about intergenerational proximity is that
adult children currently live further away from their parents than they

Geographic closeness to parents has also been a recurrent theme

did in the past (Litwak, 1960). Several aspects of the modernisation

in studies of internal migration (Mulder, 2007). Migration not only

process supposedly contributed to such a trend, including educational

depends on economic opportunities and household dynamics but also

expansion, upward occupational mobility, urbanisation, modern
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transportation and communication, and cultural processes such as

were able to do. Specifically, I relied on a Dutch nationally representa-

individualisation and secularisation. Seemingly in contrast to this idea

tive survey in which respondents were asked questions about where

is the recurrent finding, also summarised in family textbooks

their grandparents lived when they were growing up. The answers to

(Cherlin, 2010, p. 328; Coltrane & Collins, 2001, p. 559), that most

these questions provided information on the intergenerational dyad

people nowadays live close to their parents. For example, in Europe,

formed by the parents and grandparents of the respondents. In other

75% of parents aged 50 and over without resident children have their

words, the design was to study respondents' parents in their role as

nearest child living within 25 km (Hank, 2007). In the United States,

adult children and respondent's grandparents in their role as parents.

75% of the adults have a parent living within 30 mi. (Choi

Because the respondents—that is, the grandchildren—were of all ages

et al., 2020). There are different ways to quantify proximity and differ-

and because the questions pertained to their own youth, the data cov-

ent designs, depending on whether one defines distance based on

ered a long span of time. Specifically, the data allowed me to examine

parent–child dyads or distance based on the nearest child (Choi

changes in parent–child proximity over nearly five decades, from

et al., 2020). Nonetheless, current degrees of proximity do not sug-

1943 to 1992.1 This was a period of rapid economic, cultural and

gest that there has been much historical change in proximity. Indeed,

demographic change, not only in the Netherlands but in most of the

the consensus seems to be that local family ties have remained vital in

Western world (Inglehart, 1997).

postmodern society, except perhaps among the highest educated
in society (Logan & Spitze, 1994).

Next to describing the trend, a second goal of this paper was to
study factors that have been suggested as causes of the trend. Specif-

There is little direct evidence on trends in intergenerational prox-

ically, I analysed to what extent four societal processes affected the

imity. Four papers have systematically examined trends, but all of

trend: educational expansion, urbanisation, secularisation and interna-

these analysed relatively short and recent periods. A study of Swedish

tional migration.2 The first relevant process was educational expan-

register data showed that the distance between parents and adult

sion. As is well known, education is strongly negatively correlated

children increased from 1980 to 2010, in line with the modernisation

with proximity: Higher educated children live further away from their

hypothesis (Chudnovskaya & Kolk, 2017). Similarly, in an analysis of

parents than lower educated children (Chan & Ermisch, 2015a;

the German Ageing Study, Steinbach et al. (2020) showed that the dis-

Hank, 2007; Kalmijn, 2006; Michielin & Mulder, 2007). Several expla-

tance of parents to their adult children increased from 1996 to 2014.

nations have been given for this association. People who attend col-

In contrast to these findings, a comparison of three British surveys

lege often move out of their home community to study, the higher

conducted between 1986 and 1999 revealed stability in the propor-

educated often rely on employment in urban areas and are generally

tion of daughters living within half an hour's journey time of their

more mobile in the labour market, and higher educated children and

mother (Shelton & Grundy, 2000). A comparison of the 1986 and

parents have family norms that are more individualistic. Educational

2001 surveys from the International Social Survey Programme also

expansion may be an important explanation for why proximity could

showed stability in the mean travel time in all seven countries that

have declined over time. One previous study found that a substantial

were analysed (Treas & Gubernskaya, 2012).

portion of the decline in proximity of parents and adult children

Due to data limitations, it has been difficult to study trends for
longer and older periods. Most national surveys on intergenerational

between 1980 and 2010 in Sweden was due to an increase in educational attainment (Chudnovskaya & Kolk, 2017).

relationships are relatively recent and therefore less suitable for

A related process lies in educational homogamy, the tendency of

studying long-term trends. Census data are an important source of

people to marry within their educational group (De Hauw et al., 2017;

information on historical trends as well, but these have so far only

Schwartz, 2013). In the current paper, the focus is on the inter-

been used for studying trends in the intergenerational co-residence of

generational proximity of people who are married or cohabiting with a

adult children and parents (Ruggles, 2007). For an earlier period in his-

partner. For this stage in the life course, choices about where to live

tory, the 19th century, there have been alternative types of data avail-

are made by two partners who each have to consider their own pref-

able. In a register study of two regions in Sweden, Hjälm (2011)

erences, restrictions and their family network. As a result, the distance

showed a modest long-term decline between 1820 and 1890 in the

of a respondent to his or her parents will not only be affected by the

share of generations who lived in each other's vicinity, in combination

respondent's education but also by the educational attainment of

with a strong decline in the share of generations who either co-

the partner. One would expect that in families with a traditional divi-

resided or lived extremely close to each other (Hjälm, 2011). In an

sion of labour, the husband's education is more influential than the

analysis of 924 Dutch genealogies, Boele et al. (2018) compared the

wife's education, but earlier studies did not find evidence of gender

birth places of grandchildren and the place of death of grandparents, a

differences in the effects of education (Chan & Ermisch, 2015a). Edu-

plausible proxy for the geographic distance between adult children

cational homogamy—which has not declined over time in our study

and their parents. Boele et al. (2018) showed that between 1,650 and

country, and even increased for the higher educated (Kalmijn &

1850, there was a substantial decline in the share of grandchildren

Uunk, 2016)—is thus expected to intensify the impact of educational

who were born in the same town or village where their

expansion on a decline in proximity (Chudnovskaya & Kolk, 2017).

grandparents died.

The second process was urbanisation. Past research has revealed

This paper used an indirect design to study trends in proximity in

substantial regional variations in intergenerational proximity, but the

the 20th century over a longer period of time than previous studies

direction of this association depends on which generation one
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considers (Mulder & Kalmijn, 2006; van der Pers & Mulder, 2013). For

country, more often live close to each other than natives. In a Dutch

adult children, there is a positive association between urbanisation

study, De Graaf et al. (2011) found that about a quarter of Turkish

and geographic distance, whereas for parents, there is a negative

and Moroccan first and second-generation immigrants aged 18–45

association. Children in urban areas live further away from their par-

lived in the same neighbourhood as their parents, compared with only

ents than children in rural (or less urban) areas, whereas parents in

10% among people aged 18–45 without a migration background, even

urban areas live closer to their children than parents in rural areas.

after controlling for urbanisation, education and demographic charac-

The main reason for these associations lies in the process of rural–

teristics (De Graaf et al., 2011).

urban migration. If new generations of children mostly move from

Ideally, compositional changes in the number of immigrant chil-

rural to urban areas, parents in rural areas are ‘left behind’ by children,

dren with and without parents in the destination country would be

whereas parents in urban areas are not. There also is return migration

analysed, but this information is not available. An indirect approach

when adult children become parents themselves, sometimes to the

would be to analyse first- and second-generation immigrants because

rural areas where people grew up (Bijker & Haartsen, 2012; Kulu &

this is closely associated with having parents born abroad. Because of

Milewski, 2007; von Reichert et al., 2014). In the current paper, the

the grandchild design, the data do not allow me to define second-

focus is on the characteristics of the adult child generation, and

generation immigrants as no information on the grandparents' country

the prediction is that urbanisation is positively related to geographic

of birth was available. Although there has been an increase in the size

distance. Since the 1950s, there has been a trend towards more peo-

of the second generation, the share of the second generation in the

ple living in urban areas although this trend slowed down over time

immigrant pool has not grown (from 52% in 1975 to 48% in 2000,

and there have been signs of counter-urbanisation (Fielding, 1989).

CBS StatLine).

For the period we study, we would expect that because an increasing
number of people are living in urban areas, proximity to parents has
declined over time.

2

DAT A , D E SIGN A N D ME TH OD
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Secularisation was a third trend that may have played a role in
how intergenerational relations have changed over time. Religion is an

I used data from the first wave of the Netherlands Kinship Panel

important determinant of family solidarity. People who are religious

Study (NKPS) (Dykstra et al., 2004; Dykstra et al., 2005). The NKPS

tend to have stronger filial obligations than people who are not, and

was based on a nationally representative sample of individuals in the

they also visit their parents more often and exchange more support

Netherlands. Data for the first wave were collected in 2003, with

with family members (Gans et al., 2009; Silverstein et al., 2019). As a

small portions collected in 2002 and 2004. Of the initial sample, 37%

result, one would expect that children and parents who are religious

was interviewed, 51% refused, and 12% could not be reached. The

are more likely to live closer to each other than children and parents

data are now almost two decades old, but for the current purpose,

who are not religious. Similarly, families who are connected to more

that was an advantage. The number of respondents was 8,161. I

orthodox religious denominations would be more likely to live close to

selected respondents in the ages of 18–65 (N = 7,051).

each other. Few studies have tested these associations, but one study
in the United Kingdom found no association between having a religious affiliation and proximity to parents (Shelton & Grundy, 2000). If

2.1
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Design

such an association would exist in the Netherlands, which will be
examined, the decline in the share of people who are religious in the

Respondents were asked where their two sets of grandparents lived

population may have contributed to a decline in proximity.

when they were growing up. The parent–grandparent dyads consti-

Secularisation was closely related to both educational expansion and

tuted the units of analysis in this paper. For each respondent, there

urbanisation (Halman & van Ingen, 2015), so the influences of religion,

was information on two such dyads: between the mother and her par-

education and urbanisation must be studied in a multivariate fashion.

ents and between the father and his parents. If a set of grandparents

Note that the increase in the share of people who identify as Muslims

was no longer together, the grandparent who lived closest had to be

and Hindus will be a relevant countertrend (see below).

selected.3 I excluded parent–grandparents dyads when the parent

Finally, the increase in international migration may have played a

died before the respondent was 7 years of age (n = 128) and father–

role. In most European countries, the percentage of foreign-born per-

grandparent dyads when the parents divorced before the respondent

sons has increased steadily, in the Netherlands from 3.0% in 1947 to

was 7 years of age (n = 227).4 Dyads were also excluded if the

10.6% in 2006 (CBS StatLine). The implications of this trend are not

respondent did not know where the grandparent lived (n = 27).

straightforward. On the one hand, one would expect that migration is

The remaining number of dyads was 13,720. Dyads involving

positively associated with the geographic distance between parents

deceased grandparents were included in the descriptive part (Tables 1

and children because many immigrants have parents who are living in

and 2) but excluded in the regression analysis of proximity (Table 3;

the country of origin (Chan & Ermisch, 2015b; Kalmijn, 2019; Valk &

n = 12,447). In the remainder of this paper, the respondents' father

Bordone, 2019). On the other hand, there may be a negative

and mother will be called (adult) children, and the respondents' grand-

association between migration and distance because (first- or second-

parents will be called parents. The ‘grandchild design’ of the study is

generation) immigrants who do have parents living in the destination

illustrated in Figure 1.
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Mean

SD

Min.

Max.

TABLE 1

N

Parents deceased

.093

0

1

13,720

Parents in same place

.396

0

1

13,720

Parents in same place
Adult child age
Child's education (ISLED)

.437
45.4

6.4

1

12,449

85

13,672

1.66

9.46

12,923

Higher vocational education

.133

0

1

12,923

University education

.040

0

1

12,923

Child migrant

.079

0

1

13,253

Child level of urbanisation

4.22

0
28

2.19

1

5

12,972

Child Catholic

2.89
.444

1.32

0

1

11,738

Child Protestant (liberal)

.177

0

1

11,738

Child Protestant (orthodox)

.134

0

1

11,738

Child Islam/Hindu/other

.03

0

1

11,738

Descriptive statistics

Source: NKPS Wave 1.

Time in decades
Dependent variable
Adult child's age

b

t
.967*

T A B L E 2 Trends in the independent
variables: regression estimates of time
effects

Constant
b

t

21.6

45.379*

842.6

Adult child education (ISLED)

.487*

31.4

4.215*

227.3

Higher vocational education (0/1)

.033*

13.4

.133*

44.7

University education (0/1)

.015*

10.1

.040*

23.2

Adult child migrant (0/1)

.017*

8.5

.079*

33.9

Very strongly urban (0/1)

.001

0.4

.142*

46.3

Strongly urban (0/1)

.017*

5.5

.223*

61.1

Moderately urban (0/1)

.019*

6.5

.198*

56.6

Hardly urban (0/1)

.007*

2.1

.262*

67.8

Not urban (0/1)

.043*

15.7

.176*

53.1

Catholic (0/1)

.019*

5.0

.444*

96.9

Liberal Protestant (0/1)

.025*

8.3

.177*

50.3

Orthodox Protestant (0/1)

.003

1.0

.134*

42.5

Non-Western religion (0/1)

.012*

8.8

.031*

19.4

Note: Period is scaled in decades and mean centred. Source: NKPS Wave 1.
*p < .05.

The main time variable used in the design was the period in which

trends applied to adult children who had children at home and not to

the adult children were raising the respondent. During the interview,

adult children in general. As a result, the focus was on trends in prox-

childhood was defined as the time from birth to age 15. To define the

imity in one specific stage of the life course, that is, the child-rearing

historical observation period, I used the midpoint of the child-rearing

stage. This was not necessarily a disadvantage because it is also a

period (7 years). Respondents (grandchildren) were born between

stage in which adult children often rely on support from their parents

1936 and 1985 with a median birth year of 1960. Using this variation,

and a time when people have a desire to see their grandchildren

the period that I analysed began in 1943 and ended in 1992

(Chudnovskaya & Kolk, 2017; Geurts et al., 2009; Mulder, 2007). The

(Figure 1). To facilitate the descriptive aims of the paper, the period

transition to parenthood coincides with internal migration, with some

variable was recoded into 16 3-year intervals.5 In the regression

counter-migration occurring from cities to rural areas (Kulu &

models, the period variable was coded in years but rescaled in

Milewski, 2007; von Reichert et al., 2014) and a decline in the distance

decades.

between children and parents (Michielin & Mulder, 2007). Hence, the

Before discussing the measures below, I discuss the challenges
connected to the ‘grandchild’ design used in this paper. First, the

stage I considered was not representative of adult children in general
but a stage in which adult children were more or less ‘settled’.
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TABLE 3

Linear probability model of adult child and parent living in the same town or city: coefficients and t-values
Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

Model 5

Model 6

Period

.043** ( 8.10)

.018** ( 3.30)

.035** ( 6.54)

.042** ( 7.97)

.043** ( 8.12)

.008 ( 1.31)

Adult child's age

.003** ( 2.95)

.003** ( 2.75)

.003** ( 2.48)

.004** ( 2.94)

.004** ( 3.07)

.003** ( 2.43)

Daughter vs. son

.060** ( 6.20)

.061** ( 5.84)

.060** ( 6.22)

.060** ( 6.20)

.062** ( 6.44)

Adult child education

.028** ( 9.71)

Partner education

.023** ( 8.05)

Very strongly urbana
Strongly urban

a

Moderately urbana
Hardly urban

a

.024** ( 8.56)
.183** ( 8.63)

.221** ( 10.37)

.160** ( 8.10)

.188** ( 9.33)

.167** ( 8.08)

.172** ( 8.33)

.093** ( 4.71)

Adult child migrant

.093** ( 4.74)
.052** ( 2.01)

Catholic

.122** ( 4.45)
.033** (2.04)

Liberal Protestant
Orthodox Protestant
Non-Western religion
Constant

.805** (14.29)

.743** (12.81)

.039** (2.43)

.011 (.53)

.022 (1.14)

.035** ( 1.67)

.015 ( .78)

.059 (1.26)

.082 (1.63)

.731** (12.98)

.963** (17.19)

.735** (13.14)

.876** (16.36)
.024** (14.82)

.008** (8.03)

.001** (0.98)

.001** (1.90)

.035** (16.15)

12,447

12,447

12,447

12,447

12,447

12,447

Mediation of time
N

.063** ( 6.01)
.029** ( 10.05)

Note: Multiple imputation of missing values (no fit statistics). Source: NKPS Wave 1.
a
Rural is the reference category.
*p < .05. **p < .10.

FIGURE 1

Design of the retrospective grandchild design

A second issue with the grandchild design for describing trends

children were over-represented in the data. To solve this problem

was that the sampling units were grandchildren. As a result, the

as much as possible, I used weights based on the respondent's

sample

of

sibship size. Grandchildren with many siblings were given a

interest because adult children who had a larger number of

lower weight than grandchildren with few siblings in the analysis.

was

not

representative

of

the

population
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In doing so, the over-representation of large families was

cities in the Netherlands was 254,000 in 2018, and the largest city

corrected.

(Amsterdam) had 854,000 inhabitants.7 Note further that towns have

Third, the analyses may be affected by differential mortality. The

been reorganised legally and politically into larger municipalities. I am

survey included respondents (grandchildren) of all ages at the time of

not aware of evidence suggesting that people identify with these

the survey, but especially at the higher ages, a large part of the birth

larger units nor are there reasons to believe that respondents inter-

cohorts will already have died. For example, a 90-year-old respondent

preted the survey question in terms of these legal/political units.

could provide information on proximity about 80 years ago—an
attractive piece of information from an historical perspective—but few
90-year old people were still alive in 2004, the year when the survey

2.3

|

Independent variables

was held. Because life expectancy was highly stratified by education
(Mackenbach et al., 2008) and because intergenerational proximity

To statistically explain the trend, several independent variables were

varies by education (Kalmijn, 2006), this may bias the estimates of

used. All measures applied to adult children and to the time they

proximity for older periods. To reduce this bias, I excluded respon-

were raising their children. No information was available for the char-

dents who were older than 65 from the analysis. This choice seemed

acteristics of the parents. Education was scaled in a linear fashion

a reasonable trade-off between obtaining as much historical breadth

using the ISLED coding (Schröder & Ganzeboom, 2014) but was also

and as little mortality bias as possible. I will check how sensitive the

treated as a categorical variable for comparisons (using six categories).

results are for different age cut-offs.

Religion was measured by whether or not the child belonged to a

In the first part of the analysis, I described trends in inter-

church or religious denomination. This variable was dichotomised

generational proximity. Second, I described changes in the variables

(0 = no, 1 = yes), but I also examined if there were differences

that could mediate the trend: education, religion, urban residence and

between types of denominations by making a distinction between

migration. Third, I presented analyses explaining the trend using a

Catholics, liberal Protestants, orthodox Protestants and people with a

series of linear probability models. Models with and without additional

non-Western religious background (primarily Islam and Hindu). The

independent variables were compared to assess to what extent these

degree of urbanisation was coded into five categories following pro-

variables mediated the trend. In the last part of the analyses, I tested

cedures of Statistics Netherlands: very strongly urbanised (>2500

interaction effects with time. These analyses addressed the question

addresses/km2), strongly urbanised (1500–2500 addresses/km2),

of whether differences by education, urbanisation, religion and

moderately urbanised (1000–1500 addresses/km2), hardly urbanised

migrant status changed over time. Linear probability models were

(500–1000 addresses/km2) and not urbanised or rural (<500

used given their straightforward interpretation and their flexibility for

addresses/km2). Immigrant status was based on whether or not the

mediating effects (Mood, 2010). In all models, the standard errors

child was born abroad. With the data, it was not possible to define the

were corrected for the clustering of dyads in families (male and female

second generation. A possible second-generation effect was partly

adult children came from couples).

covered by the non-Western religious background variable.
The educational level of the adult child and his or her partner
were used as parallel independent variables. Exploratory analyses

2.2

|

Proximity

were done to examine educational homogamy in detail using a distinction in three categories: husband higher educated than wife, wife

Intergenerational proximity was measured by assessing if adult chil-

higher educated than husband and husband and wife equal level of

dren lived in the same town or city as their parents. There were four

education (the reference category).8 These variables were included in

answering categories: (1) yes, during the entire (respondent's) child-

a model that also contained a control for the couples' average level of

hood; (2) yes, during part of (respondent's) childhood; (3) no; or

education. Results for both men and women showed strong effects

(4) (mother's/fathers's) parents no longer alive. The option ‘during part

of the average level of education of the couple but insignificant

of childhood’ was uncommon (4.7%), pointing to the high degree of

effects of the two educational homogamy variables. For this reason, a

residential stability typically observed in the child-rearing period. The

specification using two main effects (of the adult child and the part-

6

variable was coded into a dichotomy, contrasting 1/2 to 3. When

ner) was preferred.

parents were no longer alive, the dyads were excluded from the

Two control variables were used: the age of the adult child when

regression analyses. In the descriptive part of the analyses, these

his/her child was 7 years old. With this variable, I was able to adjust

dyads were included.

for possible changes in the timing of parenthood. I also controlled for

Because a retrospective design was used, the outcome variable

the gender of the adult child. Previous studies examined if couples

was somewhat crude. No precise distance was measured, but the

lived closer to the husband's or the wife's parents, but there was little

focus was on living in the same town or city. Although this variable

consistent evidence in this direction (Chan & Ermisch, 2015a). Note

had face validity and a good empirical distribution, it also had draw-

that in the present set-up, the gender effect applied to a comparison

backs. Living in the same town or city will mean something different

within couples (i.e., the respondents' father vs. mother). I tested inter-

in a city than in small town or rural area. Most cities in the Nether-

actions of gender and the other independent variables and will report

lands are small, however. The average population size of the 20 largest

when these were significant.
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Missing values were imputed using multiple imputation with

Table 2 can be interpreted as the change in the dependent variable

chained regression equations. Twenty imputations were done, and

per decade. In line with expectations, there were strong trends for all

the results were combined using Rubin's rules (White et al., 2011).

key variables. The level of adult children's education increased, the

Means and standard deviations and the original N's were presented in

proportion who were immigrants increased and the number of chil-

Table 1.

dren who were church members declined. This decline was most
apparent for Catholics and liberal Protestants. There was no change
in the share of orthodox Protestants, and the share of people with a

3

FINDINGS

|

non-Western religious affiliation increased. Urbanisation was also
evident, with an increase in the share of adult children living in

3.1

|

Descriptive evidence

strongly and moderately urban areas and a corresponding decline in
the share of adult children who lived in rural areas. There was no

Figure 2 shows that the share of adult children who lived in same

increase in the share of people living in the most urban areas. Note

town or city as their parents declined over time. Among children who

that the sample sizes varied due to missing values in the dependent

had at least one living parent when they were raising children them-

variables.

selves, the percentage living in the same place declined from about
50% to 55% in the 1940s and early 1950s to about 35% in the early
1990s (blue line). This supported the idea of a long-term decline, but

3.3

|

Explaining the trend

the magnitude of the change was not spectacular. Figure 2 shows that
in this period, there also was a decline in the percentage of adult chil-

Table 3 presents linear probability models explaining the probability

dren whose parents were deceased. The main reason for this was

that children lived in the same town or city as their parents. Model

most likely the increase in life expectancy. If we do not condition on

1 only included the time variable. Subsequent models added sets of

having a living parent, the decline in proximity was somewhat smaller,

independent variables step by step. For each model, I assessed to

as the red trend line in Figure 2 shows. In other words, the long-term

what extent the effect of time was reduced when comparing a model

decline in proximity to parents was counteracted to some extent by

with only the time variable and a model with the time variable and

increasing longevity of parents.

(sets of) independent variables. The change in the time effect across
models, which was a measure of the statistical ‘explanation’ or
‘decomposition’ of the trend, was tested using a mediation module in

3.2

|

Changes in the compositional variables

Stata (Kohler & Karlson, 2012). The regression estimates were
weighted for the inverse of the number of siblings. Table A1 presents

Before turning to the explanatory analyses, I analysed how the inde-

unweighted estimates. Missing values were imputed so that the sam-

pendent variables changed over time (Table 2). The trend effects in

ple size was different than it was in Table 2.

FIGURE 2

Proportion of adult children with deceased parents and with parents living in the same place by period

8 of 14

KALMIJN

Model 1 shows the effect of time and control variables. This trend
effect was

.043 showing a 4 percentage-point decline in proximity

T A B L E 4 Linear probability model of proximity with period
interactions: coefficients and t-values

per decade. A test for non-linearity showed that the quadratic effect
was not significant (p = .734). The current sample was limited to
respondents aged 18–65 to avoid possible bias due to (selective) mortality. I checked whether a more stringent age cut-off would affect
the trend parameter. Limiting the sample to ages 18–55 yielded the
same trend (b =

.043). Broadening the sample, however, to ages

18–75 yielded a somewhat smaller trend parameter (b =

.033). This

would be in line with selective mortality by education. In the oldest

Unadjusted
Period

.051* ( 7.69)

.016* ( 2.38)

Daughter vs. son

.099* ( 4.56)

.100* ( 4.46)

x period

.015* (1.99)

Period

.039* ( 3.03)

.035* ( 2.68)

Adult child education

.034* ( 5.09)

.038* ( 5.66)

x period

cohorts, the lower educated may have been under-represented, lead-

Partner education

ing to an underestimate of intergenerational proximity in these

x period
Period

cohorts and hence a somewhat flatter trend line.
There were significant effects of the control variables. Older adult

Adjusted

Adult child migrant

.002 (.97)

.015** (1.90)

.003 (1.29)

.029* ( 4.53)

.033* ( 5.09)

.002 (1.08)

.003 (1.34)

.043* ( 7.77)

.007 ( 1.15)

.083 ( 1.07)

.056 ( .85)

children were less likely to live close to their parents than younger

x period

.011 (.47)

.023 ( 1.01)

adult children. Sons lived closer to their parents than daughters. Keep

Period

.008 ( .63)

.010 (.81)

in mind that these findings applied to children who were raising chil-

Adult child urbanisation

.018** ( 1.72)

.038* ( 3.62)

dren themselves.

x period

.011* ( 2.80)

.007** ( 1.81)

Period

.056* ( 4.85)

.020** ( 1.75)

.035 ( .92)

.022 ( .59)

Model 2 added educational variables. There were strong and significant effects of education. Higher educated children were less likely
to live close to their parents and holding constant their own education, children with higher educated partners lived further away from
their own parents compared with children with lower educated partners. The effect of time was reduced from

.043 to

.018 between

Models 1 and 2, a reduction of 58%. At the bottom of the table, I
tested if this reduction was significant using a mediation analysis. The
test showed that the mediated effect was significant.

Adult child religious
x period

.019 (1.46)

.017 (1.35)

Non-Western religion

.088 (.60)

.154 (1.11)

x period

.010 ( .25)

.027 ( .69)

Note: Multiple imputation of missing values (no fit statistics). Source:
NKPS Wave 1.
*p < .05. **p < .10.

F I G U R E 3 Margins of proximity by child's education and gender. Note: Margins obtained from a linear probability model with period,
education, gender and the interaction of gender and education
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To examine the effects of education in more detail, I plotted the
effects in Figure 3 using a model with a categorical version of the edu-

p = .04). The interaction of gender and partner's education was not
significant.

cation variable. The figure allowed us to see if the effects were linear

In Model 3, I added effects of urbanisation. The role of urbanisa-

and if the effects were similar for male and female adult children.

tion was clear in Table 3. Adult children living in rural areas were the

Figure 3 shows that effects were indeed linear: Each higher level of

reference category. Each additional level of urbanisation was associ-

education was associated with a smaller probability of living close to

ated with a lower probability to live in the same place as the parents.

parents. The effects were also strong: Among lower educated men,

Adult children in very strongly urban areas were least likely to live in

nearly 60% lived in the same town or city as their parents; among

the same place as the parents. The effect appeared more or less linear,

university-educated men, this was about 20%. The effects were

although there was only a small difference between adult children in

somewhat stronger for men than for women, probably because of

strongly and moderately urban areas. The effect of time declined to

husbands' larger economic role in the families in these cohorts. An
interaction of gender and education was significant (b = .014,

FIGURE 4

.035 from Models 1 to 3, which amounts to a reduction of 19% of
the trend. This reduction was significant.

Margins of proximity by urbanisation, gender and period (margins obtained from Table 4)

10 of 14

KALMIJN

Migration played a role as well, as Model 4 shows. Adult children

In the last step of the analyses, I assessed if there were significant

who were foreign born were 5.2 percentage points less likely to live

interactions of key independent variables with time (Table 4). Period

close their parents. The effect of time was hardly reduced when

interactions were assessed in two ways: with and without controlling

adding this variable. A possible explanation was that the share of

for the (main) effects of the other covariates. The unadjusted results

immigrants was still rather small, which mitigated the impact on the

are in the left-hand column; the adjusted models are in the right-hand

overall trend.

column. Margins for the main results are presented in Figure 4.

Religion had small associations with proximity and in the

There were no significant interactions of time with education,

expected direction (Model 5). Adult children who were Catholic were

migration and religion. There was a significant interaction between

more likely to live close to their parents than secular children. An even

time and gender, however. The unadjusted graph in Figure 4 shows

larger effect was observed for persons who had a non-Western reli-

that the decline in proximity was stronger for women than for men.

gious denomination (5.9 percentage points), but this was not signifi-

The adjusted graph shows that the covariates explained a larger part

cant, probably due to the low number of Muslims and Hindus in the

of the trend for women than for men.

data. Interesting was that Protestants were not more likely to live

The interaction with urbanisation was also significant and in the

close to their parents compared with secular persons; the religion

negative direction, suggesting that urban–rural differences in proxim-

effect was limited to Catholics and persons with a non-Western reli-

ity grew stronger over time. Figure 4 shows that there was no decline

gion. Because of these small effects and the opposing compositional

in proximity in the rural areas and in less urban areas, whereas there

changes (Table 2), there was no mediation of the trend.

were stronger declines for children living in the most urban areas.

In Model 6, all independent variables were included simulta-

Note that in the figure, urbanisation was treated as a non-linear vari-

neously. The effects of independent variables that were significant

able, whereas the test in Table 4 was based on a linear specification.

in the previous models remained significant in the full model, and

Together, these differential trends led to a stronger effect of urbanisa-

some effects increased in size. Moreover, the effect of time was

tion in the more recent period.

no longer significant. All the independent variables together

To obtain more insight in the role of urbanisation, I compared the

explained 81% of the trend, a sizeable and significant portion.

places where respondents lived at the time of the survey and

When looking at the separate models, it was clear, however, that

the places where they lived when they were 15 years of age. For

education and to a lesser extent urbanisation were the prime com-

three levels of urbanisation (rural and hardly urban, moderately urban

ponents of this explanation.

and very and strongly urban), I calculated the percentage of

F I G U R E 5 Proportion of adult children who lived in the same type of place as parents by current type of place of the adult child broken
down by year of birth
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respondents who grew up in a similar type of place. Figure 5 presents

measured with one variable each, and these could explain a large part

the results separately for four birth cohorts. As expected, the share of

of the trend.

persons in urban areas who also grew up in an urban area declined.

The role of education was clearly linear, suggesting that the loca-

Similarly, the share of persons in rural areas who also grew up in a

tion of universities was not the only reason for the association

rural area grew. In the most recent cohort, about 85% of the people in

between education and intergenerational proximity. Labour market

rural areas also grew up in a rural area, whereas only 59% of the

considerations will have played a role as well. Previous studies have

urbanites grew up in an urban area. These changes were the result of

demonstrated that education has a linear and positive causal effect on

increasing rural–urban migration and provided a possible explanation

migration during the life course (Malamud & Wozniak, 2012). Other

for why the association between urbanisation and intergenerational

studies have shown that geographic mobility is an important way for

proximity increased over time: Recent urbanites were internal

the higher educated to avoid employment below one's educational

migrants more often. A caveat must be made that life course changes

qualifications (Hensen et al., 2009). In general, the educational effect

could not be considered in this extra analysis, so this may have biased

on proximity will not solely depend on adult children moving away to

the findings in Figure 5 to some extent.

attend university, although that will clearly be an element, but will also
depend more generally on the geographic structure of the labour market for the better educated (Chan & Ermisch, 2015a).

4

|

C O N CL U S I O N A ND D I S C U S S I O N

Gender differences were observed as well. Husbands' education
had a stronger effect on where couples lived than wives' education, a

Using retrospective data and a novel design, this paper demonstrated

finding that is in line with an economic interpretation of the educa-

a long-term decline in proximity between parents and their adult chil-

tional effect because in these cohorts, few mothers were employed

dren, in line with classic ideas in modernisation theory. The decline

and many mothers were employed part-time (De Graaf &

was clear but not spectacular in magnitude: About 50%–55% of the

Vermeulen, 1997). Another important finding was that the decline in

adult children lived in the same town or city as their parents after

proximity was stronger for women than for men. This difference was

World War II; this declined to about 35% in the early 1990s. Proxim-

probably due to the stronger rise in education for women (Buchmann

ity to parents declined for both genders but more strongly for

et al., 2008) and the increase in married women's labour force partici-

women.

pation in this period (De Graaf & Vermeulen, 1997).

A large part of the trend was due to educational expansion, with

The role of urbanisation requires more discussion. My analyses

a more modest role for urbanisation. There was no clear evidence that

confirmed earlier studies by showing that people in urban areas live

the role of education itself changed over time. The association

further away from their parents compared with people in rural areas

between education and proximity to parents was strong and remained

(Michielin et al., 2008). This association stemmed largely from the role

so over time. Because there was also a substantial expansion of edu-

of rural–urban migration, a process that implied that people living in

cation, this turned out to be the most important cause of the trend.

urban areas more often were internal migrants than people in rural

Secularisation did not contribute to the trend, in part because reli-

areas. Moreover, I found that the trend in proximity was more pro-

gious differences were small and inconsistent. The impact of

nounced for people in urban areas than for people in rural areas. Peo-

secularisation was counteracted by a growth of the non-Western reli-

ple living in rural areas in the 1990s lived as close to their parents as

gious population. Muslims, Hindus and persons with other non-

people living in rural areas in the 1940s.

Western religions tend to live closer to their parents than secular per-

Although the grandchild design made it possible to look at long-

sons. Migration also played a role, with first-generation immigrants liv-

term changes, something that had not been possible with repeated

ing further away from their parents, but the share of immigrants in the

cross-sections in the past, the design also had limitations. First, the

most recent period was too small to explain the trend.

data only provided characteristics of adult children and not of par-

My findings are consistent with an earlier Swedish study that

ents. It is known where parents lived and if they were alive, but there

analysed a shorter and more recent period (Chudnovskaya &

was no other information on parents. It would have been ideal to

Kolk, 2017). The data analysed in the current paper added a longer

analyse intergenerational proximity with characteristics from both

time window and suggest that trends in the 19th century, docu-

sides of the dyad. Still, it is plausible that most of the ‘action’ will

mented in regional register data in Sweden (Hjälm, 2011) and in Dutch

come from the adult child generation, as this is the more dynamic,

genealogical data (Boele et al., 2018), continued in the 20th century.

more mobile member of the dyad. Previous studies confirmed that

My study also added a comparison of competing explanatory vari-

for proximity between adult children and parents, child characteris-

ables, which turned out to have effects on proximity, but effects not

tics were more influential than parent characteristics (Michielin &

always large enough to explain the trend. My conclusion is in line with

Mulder, 2007).

a more general idea in demography that structural change underlies

Second, the data can be affected by mortality. I used a cut-off

family change (Blossfeld et al., 2005), and not so much cultural shifts

of age 65 to avoid this as much as possible, but even for this age

like secularisation and individualisation (Lesthaeghe, 2014). Admit-

range, more of the older respondents will already have died, and

tedly, cultural shifts were measured with only one simple—albeit

this will be more common for the lower educated than for the

important—variable. Still, education and urbanisation were also

higher educated. This remains a disadvantage, but if this was a bias,
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it will probably work against my conclusions because the increase in

7

https://opendata.cbs.nl/statline/#/CBS/nl/dataset/70748ned/table?ts=
1606725858640

8

To simplify the homogamy analyses, education was coded in six ordered
categories.

educational attainment will have been underestimated rather than
overestimated. Given these caveats, it remains important to also
study changes in proximity using register data. Such data are available and important, but they are more limited in terms of their
explanatory variables. In European countries where register data are
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ENDNOTES
1

A brief analyses of these data with a similar design was included as part
of a descriptive paper on the NKPS by Mulder and Kalmijn (2006).

2

Declining family size was a potential explanation as well, but this could
not be tested in this paper as there was no information on the
number of siblings of the parents (i.e. the number of aunts and
uncles), only on the number of parent's siblings who were alive at the
time of the survey. This was so strongly affected by age that it could not
be used.

3

The respondents' parents were born between 1868 and 1968 with a
median of 1929. Historical research has shown that the experience of
parental divorce in these cohorts was low. Of Dutch children
born between 1923 and 1939, 3% had experienced the divorce of
their parents before or at age 15 (van Poppel et al., 2013). For
cohorts 1940–1964, the experience of parental divorce was still rare
(4%). These numbers will be somewhat higher when the children were
adults.

4

For these dyads, there was still information on proximity because the
question was about the distance between the respondent (the grandchild) and the grandparent. The distance between grandchild and
grandparent is not a good indicator of intergenerational co-residence
when parents were divorced or deceased.

5

To avoid using categories with very few cases, the first and last intervals
contained 4 years (1943–1946 and 1989–1992).

6

Using a contrast of 1 to 2/3 yielded the same trend parameter.
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APPENDIX A

TABLE A1

Unweighted linear probability model of adult child and parent living in the same town or city: coefficients and t-values
Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

Model 5

Model 6

Period

.041* ( 9.61)

.015* ( 3.44)

.034* ( 7.90)

.040* ( 9.43)

.040* ( 9.48)

.004 ( .85)

Adult child's age

.002* ( 3.00)

.003* ( 3.13)

.002* ( 2.44)

.003* ( 3.18)

.003* ( 3.23)

.003* ( 3.10)

Daughter vs. son

.070* ( 9.16)

.076* ( 9.02)

.070* ( 9.15)

.071* ( 9.17)

.073* ( 9.46)

Adult child education

.030* ( 13.17)

Partner education

.023* ( 9.68)

Very strongly urban

.078* ( 9.27)
.032* ( 13.64)
.024* ( 10.29)

.154* ( 8.68)

.197* ( 11.14)

Strongly urban

.154* ( 9.40)

.187* ( 11.42)

Moderately urban

.172* ( 10.10)

.177* ( 10.60)

Hardly urban

.099* ( 6.08)

Adult child migrant

.100* ( 6.31)
.052* ( 2.84)

Catholic
Liberal Protestant

.112* ( 5.18)
.029* (2.18)

.036* (2.77)

.018 (1.10)

.028** (1.74)

Orthodox Protestant

.043* ( 2.50)

Non-Western religion

.039 (1.26)

Constant
N

.683* (16.37)
12,449

.850* (20.44)
12,449

Note: Multiple imputation of missing values (no fit statistics).
*p < .05. **p < .10.

.760* (17.96)
12,449

.693* (16.53)
12,449

.682* (16.06)
12,449

.026 ( 1.56)
.049 (1.38)
.954* (22.41)
12,449

