1) Check for updates

ANA

AMERICAN SOCIOLOGICAL ASSOCIATION

American Sociological Review
Family COmpleXity intO é)_iiqerican Sociological

Association 2019

Adu1th00d: The Central DOI:10.1177/0003122419871959

journals.sagepub.com/home/asr

Role of Mothers in Shaping ©®)SAGE
Intergenerational Ties

Matthijs Kalmijn,” Suzanne G. de Leeuw,’

Maaike Hornstra,” Katya Ivanova,®
Ruben van Gaalen,? and Kirsten van Houdt®

Abstract

As a result of the divorce revolution, more children grow up in complex families. Yet, we
know little about how family complexity affects relationships when children are adults and
parents are ageing. In this article, we use unique survey data to test fundamental ideas about
intergenerational ties: the role of biology, partnerships (marriage and cohabitation), residence,
and selection. The survey used a register-based oversample of Dutch adults who grew up
in nonstandard families, collected data among adult children and their parent figures, and
used a double multi-actor design in which adult children reported on their parents and
parents reported on their children. Using random- and fixed-effects models, we confirm most
hypotheses but the results are highly gendered. For fathers, we find evidence for a partnership
premium and no disadvantage of being a stepparent once the length of residence is adjusted.
For mothers, the partnership premium is weaker but the effect of biology is strong: stepmother-
stepchild ties are much weaker, even after taking residence patterns into account. Biological
mothers are the primary kinkeepers, and for fathers of any type, their relationship to children
depends on their partnership to the biological mother. Within-family comparisons suggest
that selection into divorce and remarriage do not explain these disadvantages.
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The relevance of these questions becomes
evident when one considers the importance of
parent-child ties for social cohesion and ine-
quality (Lye 1996; Seltzer and Bianchi 2013;
Swartz 2009). First, strong intergenerational
ties are key for social cohesion (Silverstein
and Bengtson 1997). In contemporary socie-
ties, parent-child bonds are characterized less
by utilitarian exchanges of assistance and
more by voluntary interactions (Giddens
1992). Given the voluntary nature of these
associations, family transitions can have even
more repercussions for the strength of inter-
generational ties. Second, parent-child rela-
tions have become key in the (re)production
of inequality, even past the initial stage of
parent-child coresidence. Some scholars
argue that given today’s economic and labor
market insecurities, parents are even more
crucial in enabling children to reach a number
of milestones, such as enrolling in and finish-
ing higher education, purchasing a home, and
having children of their own, while also
remaining engaged in the labor market (for an
in-depth review, see Silverstein and Giarrusso
2010; Swartz 2009). In other words, the pos-
sibility of relying on parental solidarity, which
might be affected by the experience of family
complexity, appears to be a crucial factor in
stratification of the younger generation
(McLanahan 2004; Staff, Ramirez, and Vuolo
2015). Thus, increases in family complexity
warrant further theorizing and new data for a
better understanding of the present-day diver-
sity of parent-child ties.

Adult intergenerational relationships are
the subject of two important theoretical
debates. The first debate—which mainly
focuses on the precarious position of steppar-
ents, although by extension also concerns the
role of adoptive parents—is about the impor-
tance of biology vis-a-vis residence (Coleman
1994; Popenoe 1994). One side of this debate
argues that the strength of parent-child ties is
rooted in biological relatedness. It is impor-
tant to highlight that this line of reasoning
recognizes not only the evolutionary under-
pinnings of human behaviors (Anderson,
Kaplan, and Lancaster 1999; Buss 2016), but

also the existence of social norms about the
primacy of biology (Cherlin 2004; Ganong et
al. 1998; Rossi and Rossi 1990; van Houdt,
Kalmijn, and Ivanova 2018). The other side
of this debate argues that adult ties between
parents and children largely depend on early
parental investments. Therefore, coresidence
(which is often used as a proxy for invest-
ments, or at least, for the possibility to make
such investments) and its duration are key
factors here. Such features would not only
explain variation in the strength of intergen-
erational relations in adulthood, but they
would also account for the disadvantaged
position of non-biological parents vis-a-vis
biological parents (Coleman, Ganong, and
Fine 2000; Hofferth and Anderson 2003).
Although this debate often emerges in rela-
tion to stepparent-child ties, another highly
appropriate test of these propositions is pre-
sented by examining the strength of intergen-
erational ties in adoptive families, which are
also characterized by “social parenting”
(Hamilton, Cheng, and Powell 2007).

The second debate is around the role of
marriage and gender for the parent-child rela-
tionship (Clark and Kenney 2010; Kalmijn
2007). This debate largely, albeit not exclu-
sively, focuses on the problematic relation-
ships of divorced fathers with their adult
children in later life (Amato and Afifi 2006;
Fomby and Cherlin 2007). The main argument
is that because it is women who most often
take on a leading role in kinkeeping, fathers’
ties to their adult children depend to a large
extent on the man’s tie to the mother of these
children (Di Leonardo 1987; Hagestad 1986;
Rosenthal 1985). In other words, the gendered
nature of kinkeeping implies a key role for
mothers in establishing the strength of ties
between adult children and other parent fig-
ures. In light of “primacy of biology” argu-
ments, the biological mother is most likely to
obtain a central position as kinkeeper. This
line of reasoning implies that divorced and
widowed fathers will have weaker relations
with children compared to fathers who are still
together with the mother. As with the primacy
of biology argument, however, the presumed
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benefit of marriage has been criticized for not
taking into account the shorter period that a
divorced father lives with a child (Juby et al.
2007). There is also debate about the impor-
tance of marriage vis-a-vis cohabitation for
parent-child ties (Carlson, McLanahan, and
England 2004), but in our cohorts and in the
country we study (the Netherlands), most par-
ents were married and, as we will show, differ-
ences between married and cohabiting parents
are small. We therefore combine cohabiting
and married parents and use the term “partner-
ship” in the remainder of this article to refer to
both types of parents.

Alongside these theoretical debates about
the foundations of parent-child ties, an oft-
voiced concern is selection into different
types of parents (Ganong and Coleman 1994;
Kim 2011; McLanahan, Tach, and Schneider
2013). Researchers argue that it is not bio-
logical relatedness that matters, or the mar-
riage between a mother and father, but rather
the types of individuals who represent differ-
ent partnership statuses and parental roles
(Evenhouse and Reilly 2004; Gratz 2017,
Hofferth and Anderson 2003). The underlying
argument is that some parents have traits that
have negative implications for the develop-
ment of strong and secure relationships with
their children. If such traits also affect the risk
of divorce, differences in the quality of parent-
child ties between types of parents may well
be spurious. This criticism is common among
economists who analyze family issues (Gen-
netian 2005; Ginther and Pollak 2004), and
has been around for decades, as can be seen in
the controversies that arose about publica-
tions on stepfather violence toward stepchil-
dren (Daly and Wilson 1988).

Currently available data have not allowed
researchers to examine these debates simulta-
neously and with sufficient statistical power.
Questions about the difference between mar-
ried and divorced parents and questions about
biological and stepparents have thus far been
examined in different streams of the litera-
ture. For example, studies on the effect of
divorce and separation on parent-child ties
often compare types of parents in parallel

samples (e.g., divorced versus still married
fathers, see Albertini and Garriga 2011; Aqui-
lino 2006; de Graaf and Fokkema 2007; Lin
2008). This approach does not properly
account for selection factors. Studies on the
importance of biology face similar chal-
lenges. Studies have compared stepparents
and biological parents within children (King
2007) and adopted and biological children
within parents (Anderson et al. 1999; Davey,
Eggebeen, and Savla 2007; Henretta, van
Voorhis, and Soldo 2014; Killian 2008), but
this work does not account for selection fac-
tors. A few studies utilize family, parent, or
child fixed-effect models to examine the
association between biological relatedness
and parent-child ties, while controlling for
selection factors (Berry 2008; Evenhouse and
Reilly 2004; Schnettler and Steinbach 2011).
Two studies have estimated the stepgap—that
is, the difference in relationship strength
between biological parents and their children
and stepparents and their children—while
controlling for the length of coresidence
between (step)parent and child (Arranz
Becker et al. 2013; Kalmijn 2013).

For this article, we designed and collected
a new survey to bring together these separate
streams of research. We examine the roles
that biology, partnership, and coresidence
play in determining parents’ provision of sup-
port to adult children, the frequency of inter-
generational contact, and the self-reported
closeness between a parent and an adult child.
The new survey used a register-based over-
sample of adult children who grew up in
nonstandard families and collected data on
children, their parents, and their stepparents.
Adult children were asked to report on all
their parent figures, and parents were asked to
report on all their children. As we will discuss
in detail, this “double multi-actor design”
allows for two types of comparisons. First,
we can use a multiple-child design where we
compare the strength of relationships to dif-
ferent types of children within each parent.
This controls for unobservable parent charac-
teristics. Second, we can use a multiple-parent
design where the strength of relationships to
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different types of parents is compared within
a child. This implicitly controls for the influ-
ence of unobservable child characteristics. By
applying a double multi-actor design, we are
better able to control for negative selection
into divorce and remarriage, which is one of
the more prominent sources of uncertainty in
the causal interpretation of divorce (and step-
family) effects (McLanahan et al. 2013).
Although we take a step forward compared to
previous studies, there are also limitations to
our design, which prevent us from making
true causal claims. A final noteworthy aspect
of our survey is the supplementary data col-
lection among a representative sample of
adult adopted children who reported on their
relations with their adoptive parents. This
subsample allows for further examination of
the propositions put forward by the primacy
of biology thesis.

A substantive novelty of our research lies
in the focus on adulthood. Many studies have
examined relationships in nonstandard fami-
lies, such as divorced families and stepfami-
lies, but most of these focus on younger
children who may be in the midst of family
restructuring (King 2007, 2009; Sweeney
2010). And although many studies examine
adult intergenerational relationships, in par-
ticular in the field of ageing (Silverstein et al.
2010; Szydlik 2016), research on the long-
term repercussions of family complexity for
parent-child ties is still in its infancy (van der
Pas, van Tilburg, and Silverstein 2013).
Although we do not directly compare children
over time as they become adults, a shift in
focus to later outcomes is important. Examin-
ing adult children who live independently
allows for a clearer view of the actual impor-
tance of biology, partnership, and coresidence,
as they are past the period of initial turmoil
and household reorganization (Stewart 2007).

Our study aims to unravel general theoreti-
cal mechanisms but uses data from one
national context, the Netherlands, and one
cohort, children born in the 1970s and 1980s.
Like most other Western societies, the Neth-
erlands experienced a rapid increase in the
divorce rate since the 1960s. The proportion

of 15-year-olds not living with both biologi-
cal parents increased to 30 percent in the past
20 years (CBS 2018). The weak position of
the father-child tie after divorce is similar to
that in other Western European countries,
although there have been improvements over
time in this respect (Poortman and van Gaalen
2017). In terms of intergenerational contact
and support, the Netherlands is representative
of Western Europe (Hank 2007). The people
we study—children born in the 1970s and
1980s—were the first cohort in the Nether-
lands who experienced the divorce revolution
while growing up.

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES

Several explanations have been given for why
parent-child ties are one of the strongest rela-
tionships that exist in human society. Follow-
ing earlier studies, we conceptualize the
strength of these ties in terms of the frequency
of contact, the perceived degree of closeness,
and the amount of intergenerational support.
These are generally considered fundamental
indicators of the strength of (adult) parent-
child relationships because they are elements
of intergenerational exchange as well as
aspects of the relationship that facilitate
exchange (Hank 2007; Silverstein et al. 2010;
Swartz 2009). Whereas contact frequency and
support are behavioral measures, closeness is a
personal evaluation. Another difference is that con-
tact and support are sometimes couple-oriented,
whereas closeness is purely individual.

To explain the strength of intergenera-
tional ties, evolutionary psychologists have
argued that biology forms the basis of parent-
child ties (Buss 2016; Daly and Wilson 2000).
According to parental investment theory,
there is an evolutionary advantage in helping
biological children, and no advantage in help-
ing other types of children (Gibson 2009;
Trivers 1972). People increase the survival
chances of their genes not only by having
biological children (direct fitness), but also by
taking care of them so these children can, in
turn, reproduce (indirect fitness). Addition-
ally, sociologists have argued that favoritism
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of biological children has a normative com-
ponent due to the symbolic meaning of blood
ties. For example, normative obligations to
support stepfamily members are weaker and
more context-dependent than are normative
obligations toward biological family mem-
bers (Ganong and Coleman 1998, 2006a,
2006b; van Houdt et al. 2018), reflecting a
pattern of “incomplete institutionalization” of
stepfamilies (Cherlin 1978). Both of these
considerations, evolutionary and normative,
imply that when focusing on the repercus-
sions of family complexity for parent-child
ties, a “step penalty” will be observed where
“step ties” are weaker than biological parent-
child ties.

Adoptive families provide an additional
context to elaborate on this mechanism. As
with stepparents, adoptive ties are not based
on biological relatedness but formed through
“social parenting.” Theoretical arguments on
normative ambiguities or evolutionary predis-
positions are therefore also applicable to
adoptive intergenerational ties. In contrast to
stepfamily ties, however, adoptive social par-
enting does not occur in a setting of instabil-
ity and conflict that can characterize divorce
and remarriage. A comparison between bio-
logical and adoptive ties is another test of the
advantage of biology, without the comparison
potentially being colored by a history of
parental partnership instability. We need to
acknowledge, however, the possible compen-
sation that might be observed in non-biological
parents’ behaviors toward children. This
argument is primarily put forward when dis-
cussing adoptive parents and suggests that, in
a potential attempt to prove themselves as
“good parents,” adoptive parents might invest
even more rather than less in their children
(Hamilton et al. 2007; Hartman and Laird
1990). Yet, the possible positive compensa-
tion effect of social parenthood on the parent-
child tie might be present only for adoptive
parents and not stepparents, who have to
coexist alongside two biological parents and
thus may not be expected to perform the role of
a “real” parent. We expect that non-biological
or “social” ties are weaker in comparison to

the ties between parents and children who are
biologically related (advantage of biology
hypothesis), with the qualification that this
difference might be more pronounced when
examining step- than adoptive parents.

A second theory argues that it is the bond
between two parents that makes the parent-
child tie strong. This can be especially clear in
the case of divorce when the issue of conflict-
ing loyalties arises. Studies show that children
of divorced parents experience an amplified
sense of conflicting loyalties between parents
(Amato and Afifi 2006; Buchanan, Maccoby,
and Dornbusch 1991) and correspondingly
have a lower relationship quality with their
parents (Booth and Amato 1994). This occurs
more often when there is conflict between the
parents, but most divorces, especially those
involving children, are plagued with interpa-
rental conflict, both during the last months/
years of a marriage and after the divorce (Fis-
cher, de Graaf, and Kalmijn 2005). Further-
more, a child’s difficulty in choosing between
parents is not only emotional but also practi-
cal. Visiting two parents separately is more
costly than visiting two parents together. In
fact, this issue might be even more relevant in
our case, as adults have more freedom to
decide on the allocation of their time between
potentially competing parental households.
The conflicting loyalties argument does not
predict which parent will be favored, but on
average, relationships with both the mother
and the father will be weaker as a result. In
summary, we expect to observe a partnership
premium where the tie between a parent and a
child is stronger when the parents are still
together than when the parental tie is inter-
rupted via a divorce or separation (partnership
premium hypothesis).

Another reason why the parent-child tie
might be strengthened by the union between
parents lies in the notion of kinkeeping (Di
Leonardo 1987; Hagestad 1986; Kalmijn
2007; Rosenthal 1985). Kinkeeping can be
defined as “the conception, maintenance, and
ritual celebration of cross-household kin ties,
including visits, letters, telephone calls, pre-
sents, and cards to kin; the organization of
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holiday gatherings; [and] the creation and
maintenance of (quasi-)kin relations” (Di
Leonardo 1987:442). In most family systems,
it is typically the woman who engages most
in kinkeeping. It is therefore easier for mar-
ried men to maintain ties to their adult chil-
dren because they benefit from the kinkeeping
efforts of their wife. If married fathers
divorce, they lose not only a partner but also
a kinkeeper. Importantly, this pattern applies
to both divorced and widowed fathers (Kalm-
ijn 2007; Lin 2008). Therefore, we expect that
the partnership premium is stronger for
fathers than for mothers (hypothesis of gen-
dered partnership premium).

The notion of kinkeeping has important
repercussions for the advantage of biology.
The fact that mothers are the traditional kin-
keepers, more so than fathers, has vital impli-
cations for the ties between children and
parents’ new partners. As previously dis-
cussed, being partnered with the kinkeeper of
a family system has important benefits for the
father-child tie. An important clarification
here is that although the role of kinkeeper is
generally performed by women (and thus
something stepmothers might do too), one
cannot ignore the culturally constructed and
de facto primacy of the biological mother-
child tie within a family system (Doodson and
Davies 2014; Weaver and Coleman 2010). In
other words, as far as relations with children
are concerned, the person most likely to serve
as a facilitator of their ties with others is the
original mother. As a result of partnership with
a biological mother, a stepfather’s relationship
with her children may be relatively strong.
The stepmother, in contrast, does not have
such a kinkeeper who could connect her to her
partner’s children, so her ties to her stepchil-
dren might be relatively weak (Lindenauer
2014). Thus, we expect that the previously
hypothesized advantage of biology will be
stronger for mothers than for fathers (hypoth-
esis of gendered advantage of biology).

An important alternative to the theories
about biology and partnership argues that
coresidence is the basis of parent-child ties;
this understanding is based on sociological

notions of exchange and reciprocity (Silver-
stein et al. 2002), as well as psychological
notions of attachment (Ainsworth 1989).
These perspectives argue that time is a crucial
factor: the longer parents invest in their chil-
dren’s well-being (which is facilitated by
coresidence), the stronger the attachment
between the child and parent becomes, and in
turn, the stronger the parent-child tie is when
the child reaches adulthood. Obviously, the
length of shared residence is not a direct
measure of parental investments, but when
parents and children share a longer part of
their life together in a household, this does
provide more opportunities to develop the
relationship. Both theories imply that non-
biological ties to an adult can become a
secure basis for attachment (Hamilton et al.
2007). The coresidence hypothesis provides a
fundamental alternative to the hypothesis of
biological advantage: adult ties to parents
with whom the child lived when growing up
are stronger than ties to parents with whom
the child did not live; similarly, the longer a
child lived with a parent, the stronger the tie
to that parent in adulthood. These are not new
ideas, but to date, no work has examined how
coresidence and duration affect the advantage
of biology and the partnership premium.
Because it is the magnitude of the invest-
ments that matters for later returns, and not so
much who makes them or under what partner-
ship circumstances, we expect that both the
advantage of biology and the partnership pre-
mium in intergenerational relations will be
reduced once we account for the length of
coresidence with a child. In other words,
coresidence should mediate the advantage of
biology and the partnership premium (coresi-
dence hypothesis).

COMPARATIVE LOGIC AND
DESIGN

This article develops a double multi-actor
design to test the hypotheses about biology,
partnership, and coresidence. Before we dis-
cuss the data and measures in detail, it is
important to explain the design in substantive
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terms. We have data on parents who report on
different types of children (biological children
from a current union, biological children from
a union dissolved by divorce or widowhood,
and stepchildren). We also have data on adult
children who report on multiple parent figures
(married parents, divorced parents, widowed
parents, stepparents, and adoptive parents). In
each dataset, this creates a multilevel structure
that can be analyzed using random- and fixed-
effects models (Petersen 2004).

The random-effects models yield two
comparisons that are relevant for testing the
advantage of biology: (a) differences between
stepparent-stepchild relationships and bio-
logical parent-child relationships, and (b) dif-
ferences between adopted parent-child
relationships and biological parent-child rela-
tionships. Because adopted relationships do
not typically involve family instability and
interparental conflict, this is an attractive
additional way to address the role of biology
(Hamilton et al. 2007). Of course, other issues
may be at play, as research shows that adop-
tive relationships are strained by adopted
children’s problems of identity (Gibson 2009;
Kohler, Grotevant, and McRoy 2002). Yet
such issues do not necessarily contradict our
hypothesis, as these identity problems are
strongly related to society’s normative empha-
sis on biological parenting. Note, however,
that even the adopted parent-child relation-
ship is not a perfect natural experiment. For
example, personality is heritable, and the
absence of a common genetic influence on
personality traits might weaken the relation-
ship. Nevertheless, the comparison between
adoptive parent-child relationships and bio-
logical parent-child relationships offers a
unique opportunity to test our hypotheses on
the advantage of biology outside the context
of the divorced sample.

The random-effects models also yield two
comparisons for testing the partnership pre-
mium: (c) differences between children’s
relationships with divorced parents and chil-
dren’s relationships with married parents, and
(d) differences between children’s relation-
ships with widowed parents and children’s

relationships with married parents. The case
of widowhood is important in that it provides
a case of partnership dissolution without con-
flict and is therefore a more direct way to look
at the role of kinkeeping, which is one of the
presumed mechanisms behind the gendered
partnership premium. In fact, widowhood at a
young age has traditionally been seen as an
alternative and more direct way to assess the
effects of father absence (Kalmijn 2007;
McLanahan et al. 2013).

In all comparisons, differences can be
adjusted for whether and how long the parent
and child lived together, thereby partialling
out the mediating role of coresidence. By
comparing the effects with and without
adjusting for coresidence, we obtain a test of
our coresidence hypothesis.

Via the use of fixed-effects models, we are
able to provide extra tests of the hypotheses.
The parent data offer comparisons of multiple
children within parents (i.e., a multiple child
design). For example, a parent can have a
shared biological child in a current union in
combination with a stepchild, which yields a
test of the step effect. Similarly, a parent can
have biological children from a current union
and biological children from a previous dis-
solved union, which provides a test of the
partnership premium. The child data offer
comparisons of multiple parents within chil-
dren (i.e., a multiple parent design). Specifi-
cally, we can compare stepparents to divorced
parents within a child. By comparing these
parents, we obtain an estimate of the strength
of the partnership premium minus the strength
of the biology advantage. Comparisons
between divorced and married biological par-
ents of the same child are logically impossi-
ble in the multiple parent design.

The main advantage of the fixed-effects
approach is that it provides a better—albeit
not conclusive—way to account for selection
bias: we are able to control for potential het-
erogeneity in unobserved child and parent
traits. For example, fathers or mothers who
divorce may have a more problematic person-
ality, and this could affect how well they are
able to develop personal relationships. If we
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compare different types of children of that
parent, this selection variable is implicitly
held constant. Similarly, if children of
divorced parents have prior mental health
problems, this will affect their relationships
with biological parents and stepparents but
not the difference between them. To some
extent, the fixed-effects approach also con-
trols for the circumstances that parents and
children have faced during their lives. For
example, a daughter can be traumatized by
interparental conflict, but when we compare
the ties she has to her stepfather and her bio-
logical father, such trauma should not affect
the difference between these ties. Likewise,
by comparing the different types of children a
divorced mother may have, the difference
will not be affected by the negative emotional
effects the divorce may have had on her.

Note that our design does not account for
all relevant parent and child characteristics or
circumstances, especially not time-varying
traits or circumstances that emerge during the
child’s or parent’s life. For example, a divorced
father who remarries may change his lifestyle
or gain interpersonal skills that may be more
beneficial to his new children than his old
children. Such changes will affect different
parent-child ties differently, but they cannot
be captured by our fixed-effects design. Still,
our design is a step forward in that it addresses
some of the more relevant selection variables
that have been mentioned in the debate on the
causal nature of divorce and stepfamily effects
(McLanahan et al. 2013).

DATA, MEASURES, AND
MODELS

Data

We use a survey called OKiN that was
designed to answer questions about family
complexity (Kalmijn et al. 2018).! The OKiN
has two samples: a sample of adult children
age 25 to 45, and a sample of their parent
figures. The sampling frame for the adult
children was based on the Dutch population
register (Bakker, van Rooijen, and van Toor
2014; Prins 2017). A systematic oversample

was created based on whom the respondents
lived with when they were 15 years old.
Three sampling strata were defined: (a) intact
family (both parents, as listed on the birth
certificate, were present in the household; 25
percent); (b) non-intact family without new
partner (only one biological parent present in
the household, no partner registered in the
household; 33 percent); and (c) non-intact
family with new partner (only one biological
parent present in the household, with a part-
ner registered as living in the household; 42
percent).

The sample of parent figures was derived
from the adult-child sample. We selected the
biological parents (if alive) and their current
partners (i.e., partners registered in the house-
hold at the time the sample was drawn).
Hence, in the case of divorced biological par-
ents, there can be up to four parental figures
for each adult child. The parent figures were
approached directly and independently of
their children to avoid the well-known prob-
lem of selective nonresponse of secondary
respondents (Kalmijn and Liefbroer 2011).
The relative sizes of the sampling strata in the
parent sample are a product of the sampling
strata in the adult-child sample, but it is clear
that this sampling strategy also indirectly
yields an oversample of nonstandard parents.

The fieldwork was done by Statistics
Netherlands in 2017. Adult children received
an introduction letter inviting them to partici-
pate using an online link (Computer-Assisted
Web Interviewing, CAWI). All adult children
received an incentive beforehand, regardless
of participation, and nonrespondents received
several reminders. If they did not respond a
month after the last letter, they were
approached for a face-to-face Computer-
Assisted Personal Interviewing (CAPI) inter-
view. The fieldwork for parents started in the
same way: a letter with an invitation to par-
ticipate in a CAWI survey. Nonrespondents
received a reminder to participate in the
CAWTI survey and later received a paper ver-
sion of the questionnaire (PAPI). For the
adult-child survey, the response rate was 62
percent (N = 6,485 adult children), which is
above average for the Netherlands. For the
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parent survey, the response rate was 38 per-
cent (N = 9,325 parents). The lower response
of parents is due to the lack of an uncondi-
tional incentive and the absence of a face-to-
face follow-up stage.>? Because of the large
sample size and the oversampling strategy,
we have unprecedented numbers of children
with stepparents (n = 2,567 in the adult-child
sample) and children with divorced parents
(n =5,762).°

One year after the initial data collection,
an extra data collection was conducted to add
a subsample of adopted (adult) children to the
OKIN dataset. Whether someone is adopted is
not recorded in the registers, so we used an
indirect sampling strategy to target adult
adopted children. We defined the sampling
frame as respondents (1) with two parents
who were born in the Netherlands, (2) who
were themselves born in one of the most com-
mon non-European countries to adopt chil-
dren from at that time, and (3) who arrived in
the Netherlands before they were 4 years old.
Just as in the main OKiN sample, the anchors
had to be born between 1971 and 1991. The
approach of the respondents was the same as
in the original sample, except there was no
face-to-face or paper-and-pencil follow-up if
respondents did not participate. Moreover, the
parents of the adopted sample (alters) were
not approached. A total of 282 respondents
participated in the survey and 268 confirmed
they were adopted, showing that our indirect
sampling strategy was effective. Although the
response rate was low (28 percent), given the
special nature of the sample and the lack of a
face-to-face follow-up, we regard this as
acceptable. Nevertheless, we present the esti-
mates with some caution.

Measurement

Defining parent-child dyads. Parent-
child dyads are the units of analysis in both
datasets. The following types of dyads were
constructed in a parallel fashion in the two
datasets:

(a) Married dyad: in the child data, this means
the respondent’s biological parents stayed

together during the respondent’s youth; in
the parent data, it means the adult child is a
shared biological child of the parent and the
parent’s current partner.

(b) Step dyad: in the child data, this means the
parent is a new partner of the biological
parent from youth until the present day, re-
gardless of whether the parent lived with the
child; in the parent data, it means the adult
child is a child from a previous union of the
current partner.

(c) Divorced dyad: in the child data, this means
the biological parents divorced or separated
before the respondent turned 18; for the par-
ent data, it means the adult child is from
a prior, dissolved partnership during the
child’s youth.

(d) Widowed dyad: in the child data, this means
one of the child’s biological parents died
before the child was 18; in the parent data,
it means the partner who was the other bio-
logical parent of the child died during the
child’s youth.

(e) Adopted dyad: in the child data, this means
the child was adopted by two married par-
ents who remained married (adopted dyads
are not presented in the parent data).

In all cases, the dyad must have existed
during the child’s youth. In the parent data,
information is available on a maximum of
two (randomly chosen) children for each type
of child (i.e., two stepchildren, two biological
children from a current union, and two bio-
logical children from a previous union). We
include a control variable for the distinction
between marriage and cohabitation. In the
United States, this would be a major determi-
nant of how couples and parents function
(Carlson et al. 2004). In Western and North-
ern Europe, cohabitation with a child is also
common, but the instability of such unions is
lower than in the United States (Thomson
2014). We exclude divorced stepparents from
the analysis because children had virtually no
contact with them.

Dependent variables. Contact is meas-
ured as the frequency of face-to-face and tel-
ephone contact, in six frequency categories.
To facilitate the estimation, we recoded these
to percentile scores based on the full sample.
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In the parent data, telephone contact and face-
to-face contact were combined in one ques-
tion; in the child data, these were separate
questions and were averaged. We experi-
mented with other often-used coding schemes
for contact, but these were highly correlated
to the percentile scores and the percentile
scores are less arbitrary.

Closeness is measured on a five-point
scale, ranging from 1 (not close at all) to 5
(very close). This was treated as an interval
variable following earlier studies on close-
ness (King 2006).

Intergenerational support was measured as
an index containing four types of support
provided by the parent to the child: help with
practical matters, help with household tasks,
help with taking care of children (if applica-
ble), and appraisal support (i.e., giving
advice).* Support transfers were assessed for
each parent separately, regardless of whether
a parent provided the support together with a
spouse or individually. The four types of sup-
port cover two dimensions, practical and
emotional support, as distinguished in the lit-
erature on intergenerational solidarity (Silver-
stein and Bengtson 1997; Swartz 2009). We
do not use the third dimension, financial sup-
port, in this article, as the data show that
financial transfers are more often provided
jointly by parent couples than individually,
which does not match our dyadic approach.
The types of support were assessed separately
in the questionnaire and combined in one
index, counting the number of types of sup-
port provided by the parent. The variable
ranges from 0 to 4 (the number of types of
support) and is supposed to measure how
broadly parents are involved in supporting
their children. We experimented with scales
that also account for the frequency of support,
but given that these frequencies are relatively
low, the results were similar. The reliability of
the index, as measured by Loevinger’s H for
dichotomous items, is .50 for the child data
and .47 for the parent data. These can be con-
sidered as good and adequate, respectively
(van Schuur 2003). We note that reliability
coefficients need not be very high when
behavioral measures are combined in an

index (Streiner 2003). Analyses that combine
different types of support, comparable to
those in our data, in one measure can be
found in Kohli and Kiinemund (2003) and
Wiemers and colleagues (2019).

Coresidence and duration. The meas-
ures of duration are based on a complete life-
history module in which children and parents
were asked to report with which (step)parents
or (step)children they lived together in a
household and at what ages (of the children).
For divorced parents, children could report
multiple episodes of coresidence with the par-
ent. For episodes in which a child did not live
with a parent, children reported how often
they had contact with that parent. We use this
latter measure (which is only available in the
child data) to improve the measure of coresi-
dence for the nonresident parent.’> For adop-
tive parents, we use the age at entry into the
family. All durations refer to the period until
the child leaves home or is 18 years of age
(whatever comes first). We include duration
squared to allow for nonlinear effects.

Control variables. We include a number
of control variables that are known to affect
intergenerational ties and that may be corre-
lated with marital status (Swartz 2009; Szyd-
lik 2016). We only include variables that are
(temporally) prior to changes in parents’ mar-
ital status. For example, the child’s level of
education affects the amount of face-to-face
contact with parents, but it is also affected by
parental divorce and is therefore not used as a
control. We include the age of the parent and
the child at data collection, the sex of the par-
ent and the child, whether or not the dyad
refers to a marriage or a cohabiting union of
the parents, the educational level of the parent
(coded in ISLED; Schréder and Ganzeboom
2014), and perceived poverty status in youth,
measured by a question about how difficult it
was to make ends meet (on a five-point scale).®
We also include the number of siblings/
children (including step- and half-siblings),
because contact tends to be less frequent at
the dyadic level when families are larger
(Grundy and Read 2012), and we control for
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of Variables at the Dyad Level

Mean SD Min. Max. Count
Parent Data
Closeness (y1) 3.68 1.21 1 5 14,397
Contact (rank) (y2) .46 .28 .03 .87 14,390
Intergenerational support (y3) 1.98 1.19 0 4 14,390
Father vs. mother .53 .50 0 1 14,431
Step .35 .48 0 1 14,431
Divorced .53 .50 0 1 14,431
Widowed .05 .21 0 1 14,431
Duration 11.69 6.82 0 18 14,329
Any coresidence .90 .30 0 1 14,410
Number of children 3.55 1.43 1 10 14,286
Youth poverty 2.57 .83 1 5 14,431
Parent education (z) .07 .98 -1.60 1.58 14,418
Child age 32.88 5.24 25 45 14,431
Parent age 60.88 6.35 18 86 14,431
Daughter vs. son 49 .50 0 1 14,431
Cohabitation vs. marriage .09 .29 0 1 14,429
Grandchildren .48 .50 0 1 14,394
Adult-Child Data

Closeness (y1) 3.85 1.03 1 5 11,741
Contact (rank) (y2) .63 .24 .07 91 11,904
Intergenerational support (y3) 1.96 1.17 0 4 11,904
Father vs. mother .50 .50 0 1 12,255
Step .05 .23 0 1 12,255
Divorced .15 .36 0 1 12,255
Widowed .02 .13 0 1 12,255
Step vs. divorced .26 44 0 1 8,700
Duration 16.55 4.06 0 18 12,249
Coresidence .98 .15 0 1 12,255
Number of siblings 2.03 1.59 0 10 12,255
Youth poverty 2.33 .86 1 5 12,255
Parents’ education (z) -.03 .98 -1.54 2.31 11,257
Child age 33.74 5.57 25 46 12,255
Parent age 63.14 6.79 34 98 12,255
Daughter vs. son 48 .50 0 1 12,255
Cohabitation .04 .21 0 1 12,255
Grandchildren .54 .50 0 1 12,255

Note: In the models, duration — 10 is used and the dependent variables are standardized. Missing values
of education and sibsize are imputed. Means and SDs are weighted (in parent data, weights are based on
the sampling weights of the child data). Adopted children are not included in statistics on children (n

= 389).

whether the adult child has children, because
the support scale includes parental support
with childcare (grandparenting). Table 1 pre-
sents means and standard deviations of all
variables. Statistics in this table were weighted
to adjust for the oversample of nonstandard
families.

There has been a debate in the divorce lit-
erature about the role of interparental conflict
(Fischer et al. 2005; Sobolewski and King
2005). Studies show, for example, that the
negative effects of parental divorce on chil-
dren’s outcomes and children’s relationships
with their parents are due, to a large extent, to
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the conflicts parents had with each other. In
one rather strict interpretation of this research,
scholars argue that the divorce effect is there-
fore spurious. This is an important debate, but
we disagree with this interpretation. Parental
divorce and parental conflict are very highly
correlated (in our data, Cohen’s d = 1.09), and
it is difficult to conceptually separate these
dimensions.” We regard conflict as integral to
divorce and see it as a package to which chil-
dren are exposed. Divorce is a process in
which considerations around separation, and
interparental conflict, mutually reinforce each
other. We therefore decided to not control for
the amount of conflict between parents in the
main analyses, but to present additional results
with and without controlling for conflict in an
online supplement. Note that we do not have
measures of conflict between the parent and
the new partner—only between the original
biological parents—so a treatment of conflict
in the main analyses would be asymmetric.

Models

We estimate random- and fixed-effects regres-
sion models where parents are nested in chil-
dren and vice versa. All our models include a
series of dichotomous variables to estimate
differences in relationship quality between
types of dyads. We include the following
effects, each time using married/cohabiting
parents as a reference: (a) the effect of a step-
parent, (b) the effect of an adoptive parent, (c)
the effect of a divorced parent, and (d) the
effect of a widowed parent. In an extra specifi-
cation, we present the contrast between a step-
parent and a divorced parent (c versus a), as
discussed earlier in the design section. The
coefficients of the binary variables can be inter-
preted as effect sizes (Cohen’s d) because the
outcome variables were standardized. In all
models, we include interactions with the gender
of the parent to test our ideas about the gender-
specific effects of biology and partnership.

We estimate the various contrasts in three
steps. We start with a random-effects model
without controlling for the length of coresi-
dence but including our basic set of control
variables (Model 1). Next, we add our

measures of coresidence and duration to the
model (Model 2). Finally, we estimate the
fixed-effects model (Model 3), which con-
tains our preferred estimates of the differ-
ences between dyads. By comparing a specific
contrast (e.g., between married and divorced
parents) between Models 1 and 2, we see to
what extent coresidence explains the differ-
ence. We test this change using the KHB
module for estimating indirect effects in Stata
(Kohler, Karlson, and Holm 2011).

The full regression results are presented in
Table 3 for the parent data and Table 4 for the
child data. Because we include interaction
effects by gender, the main effects apply to
mothers and the interactions inform us if
effects are stronger or weaker for fathers than
for mothers. Because of the complexity of
these models, we summarize all relevant con-
trasts for fathers and mothers separately, as
implied by the interactions from the regres-
sion models in Tables 5 and 6. These tables
correspond with Tables 3 and 4 but provide
extra information in that they also show what
the (implied) effects are for fathers. In dis-
cussing the results, we therefore rely on
Tables 5 and 6. To illustrate the findings, we
present the results for one outcome (contact)
and one data source (parents) in Figure 1.

Finally, note that all our results are
unweighted. The descriptive tables present
data separately for different types of parents,
so the oversample does not need to be cor-
rected. The sampling weights are a direct
function of the independent variables, so
there is no need to use weights in the regres-
sion models (Winship and Radbill 1994).
Also note that although the population of
children is clearly defined, because this is a
(stratified) random sample from the entire
population, the population of parents is more
complex because it is not a sample of parents
but a derivative sample of the child sample.

RESULTS

Descriptive Results

Table 2 gives an overview of the types of dyads
and summary statistics of coresidence and
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Table 2. Types of Parents and Coresidence Summary Measures in Adult-Child and Parent
Data
Adult-Child Data Parent Data
Coresidence
Prop. Prop.
Coresidence N Coresidence N
Stepfathers .916 1,386 912 1,739
Stepmothers .440 1,313 .439 1,775
Duration Coresidence
M SD N M SD N
Married biological fathers 17.88 .98 1,529 17.88 .99 1,786
Married biological mothers 17.90 .73 1,525 17.88 .98 1,850
Divorced biological fathers 9.02 5.15 3,039 11.41 5.82 2,872
Divorced biological mothers 16.76 2.79 2,956 17.16 2.53 3,721
Stepfathers 7.07 4.56 1,386 7.68 4.92 1,705
Stepmothers 2.40 3.78 1,313 2.52 4.12 1,769
Widowed fathers 17.60 1.51 180 17.14 2.80 242
Widowed mothers 17.80 1.08 321 17.60 1.91 384
Adoptive fathers 17.15 1.29 194
Adoptive mothers 17.16 1.29 195

Note: Duration in this table is without post-divorce contact. Unweighted statistics.

duration variables. We see several important
although not unexpected patterns: (a) stepfa-
thers have more shared history with children
than do stepmothers, (b) divorced mothers have
more history with their children than do divorced
fathers, and (c) the variance in residence is lim-
ited for married parents. This variance comes
from differences in the age of the children when
they leave home. We also observe new patterns:
(a) we see considerable variance in the duration
variables for all nonstandard parents and for
divorced biological mothers, and (b) divorced
fathers, on average, live longer with a child than
do stepfathers. Overall, the child and parent data
appear quite similar in terms of these basic but
important characteristics. One difference is that
the average duration of coresidence for divorced
fathers is somewhat longer in the parent data
than in the child data. This may be due to higher
nonresponse among divorced fathers who left
early in the child’s life.

Regression Results

Before we turn to a discussion of the contrasts
between types of dyads, we discuss the effects

of coresidence and duration. Tables 3 and 4
show there are positive effects of any coresi-
dence versus no coresidence at all, and, on top
of this, there are positive and slightly nonlin-
ear effects of the length of residence. Duration
is centered around year 10, so the main effect
of duration applies to the slope at 10 years.
One extra year of coresidence is associated
with a .04 standard deviation increase in
closeness in the child data and a .056 increase
in closeness in the parent data. This shows the
duration effects are quite strong.

Testing the Advantage of Biology

We start with the results pertaining to the
hypothesized advantage of biology, using the
parent data first. The random-effects models
without duration show that mothers have
weaker ties to stepchildren than to biological
children (Table 5, Model 1). This applies to all
three outcomes. The step effect for mothers
varies from —1.22 to —.88, which can be con-
sidered large. The step effect is weaker for
fathers but is still negative. The difference
between the step effect for fathers and mothers
is significant.
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To what extent can we explain the advan-
tage of biology in terms of the more limited
opportunities for investing in the child? When
we add coresidence and duration to the model,
all effects change (Table 5, Model 2). We see
that the step effect for mothers is reduced
considerably. For example, the step effect on
closeness declines by 64 percent between
Models 1 and 2. Similar declines occur for
contact and support. All these changes are
statistically significant, as the mediation tests
indicate. Although the remaining step effect
for mothers is still negative and significant,
these results do show that exposure by itself
explains a large part of the gap. Adding dura-
tion of coresidence also explains the step
effect for fathers, as can be seen from the
changes in the effects for fathers. In fact, the
remaining step effects for fathers after con-
trolling for duration in Model 2 are negligible
and insignificant. Results are similar for the
three outcomes. The reduction in effects is
stronger for mothers than for fathers, which
means coresidence also partly mediates the
interaction between gender and biology (see
Table 3).

To what extent does selection play a role in
the step effect? To see this, we focus on the
fixed-effects models (Model 3). The esti-
mates show that the step effects for mothers
are somewhat larger in the fixed-effects mod-
els than in the random-effects models. If there
had been negative selection into stepparent-
hood, the effects should have become Iless
negative. For fathers, the effects hardly
change, which indicates there is no negative
selection for stepfathers either. After control-
ling for selection, duration, and coresidence,
the coefficients clearly show that the remain-
ing advantage of biology is only present for
mothers, not for fathers.

The step effects in the child data are pre-
sented at the top of Table 6. These effects tell
a similar story. There is a large initial step
effect for mothers and a smaller step effect for
fathers. A large and significant part of the gap
for mothers is due to the fact that stepmothers
have less shared time with the child (compare

Models 1 and 2), but the remaining effect is
still negative (Model 2). For fathers, the gap
is explained by coresidence as well, and even
reverses, with children having somewhat
closer ties to their stepfathers. In the parent
data, the remaining step effect for fathers is
absent, whereas in the child data it is positive.
In both datasets, however, there is strong evi-
dence that the step effect interacts with gen-
der. The interaction effects are similar in the
two datasets, as a comparison between the top
panels of Tables 3 and 4 makes clear.

The child data allow us to test the role of
biology in a second way by comparing bio-
logical parents to adoptive parents (in both
cases these are intact couples). Table 6 shows
negative initial effects of adoption. Adult chil-
dren feel less close to their adoptive parents,
have less contact with them, and receive less
support from them, compared to children of
married, biological parents. The effects are
somewhat stronger for closeness and contact
than for support. The negative adoption effect
is stronger for mothers than for fathers, similar
to the findings for step effects. This difference
is not significant, however, and smaller than it
was for stepchild-stepparent relationships.
When adding coresidence and duration, the
adoption effects decline. Hence, part of the
gap is due to the fact that adopted children do
not spend the same amount of time with their
adoptive parents compared to children with
married, biological parents. The decline is
more modest, however, than for stepparents,
which is understandable, as most adopted chil-
dren live longer with their parents than the
average child lives with a stepparent.

Testing the Partnership Premium

We now turn to our partnership hypothesis.
We first focus on the role of divorce (and
separation) in the parent data (Table 5). We
see negative and significant effects of divorce
in Model 1 for mothers, showing that divorced
mothers have weaker ties to their children
than do married mothers. Effects are stronger
for contact than for support and closeness, for
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which they are actually quite weak. The inter-
actions with the gender of the parent and
divorce are negative and significant for all
three outcomes. In other words, the divorce
effect is stronger for fathers than for mothers.
When we look at the effects for fathers, we
observe divorce effects ranging from —.58 to
—.78; these are strong effects.

When adding coresidence and duration
variables to the model, we see only small
changes in the divorce effect for mothers
(Model 1 versus 2). This is expected given
that mothers more often have custody after
divorce, at least in the cohorts we studied.
The effects for fathers are reduced signifi-
cantly, however. The reduction is 51 percent
of the effect on closeness, 37 percent of the
effect on contact, and 36 percent of the effect
on support. Reduced opportunities to invest in
the child are therefore an important reason
why the long-term effect of divorce is so
much stronger for fathers. Nevertheless, even
when duration is taken into account, divorced
fathers’ ties with their adult children are
weaker than the ties between married fathers
and their children. The effects are larger for
contact than for closeness. Whereas we con-
cluded that the advantage of biology applies
more to mothers than to fathers, we now
arrive at the reverse conclusion for the part-
nership premium.

To examine the role of selection, we com-
pare Models 2 and 3. The divorce effect for
mothers does not change when comparing the
random- and fixed-effects models, whereas
for fathers the effects of divorce become
somewhat larger. This is not consistent with
the idea of negative selection into the divorced
state.

Certain aspects of the partnership hypoth-
esis can also be tested by looking at widowed
(biological) parents. The tables reveal small
negative effects of widowhood for mothers
on contact and support but no effects on
closeness. For both outcomes, and in both
datasets, we do find significant interactions of
widowhood and the gender of the parent. The
effects of widowhood are stronger for fathers,
and clearly negative and significant. In other

words, widowed fathers have weaker ties to
their children than do married fathers, in line
with notions about kinkeeping. When includ-
ing duration effects in Model 2, these results
do not change; this makes sense given that
widowed parents do not generally experience
interrupted parenting. Because the divorce
effects for fathers do decline from Model 1 to
Model 2, whereas the widowhood effects do
not, the divorce and widowhood effects in
fact become more similar in magnitude in
Model 2. The fixed-effects models do not
suggest that negative selection plays a role.

What do the child data tell us about the
partnership hypothesis? We see strong nega-
tive divorce effects for fathers in Model 1 and
a substantial reduction in these effects when
controlling for coresidence and duration
(Model 2). The reduction is again substantial
and significant: 78 percent of the effect on
closeness, 71 percent of the effect on contact,
and 62 percent of the effect on support. Note
that the child data allow for a more complete
measure of duration, which may explain why
mediation is stronger than in the parent data.
The effects in Model 2 remain negative,
although smaller than they were in the parent
data. The divorce effects for mothers are
weaker and decline less when controlling for
coresidence and duration.

The pattern of effects for widowhood in
the child data is similar to that in the parent
data. Children and widowed fathers have
weaker ties than do children and married
fathers, but this difference is not observed for
mothers. Although the point estimates are not
exactly the same in the two datasets, the find-
ings on divorce and widowhood in the child
data also confirm the notion that the partner-
ship premium is stronger for fathers than for
mothers.

Biology versus Partnership

In the adult-child data, it is logically impos-
sible to compare married and divorced bio-
logical parents within a child. It is possible,
however, to compare divorced parents and
stepparents within a child, which allows us to
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Mothers in the Parent Data

evaluate the relative importance of biology
and partnership. This comparison controls for
unobserved traits of children that may affect
ties to parents. For example, children are
often emotionally affected by a divorce,
which may make it more difficult to develop
a relationship with the stepparent. Such
effects are implicitly controlled for in the
fixed-effects design. These comparisons are
made at the bottom of Table 6. To be com-
plete, we make the same comparison for the
parent data at the bottom of Table 5.

Both types of fixed-effects models show
that relationships with divorced fathers are
weaker than relationships with stepfathers.
We see this difference when comparing the
divorced father and the stepfather of the same
child (Table 6), but also when comparing the
stepchild and the child from a previous mar-
riage of the same father (Table 5). We also
control for differences in the length of coresi-
dence. For mothers, the pattern is more or less
reversed. Ties between children and step-
mothers are weaker than ties between chil-
dren and divorced mothers, adjusted for
differences in the occurrence and duration of
coresidence. This difference is again observed
in both comparisons: between a stepchild and
the child from a previous marriage of the
same mother, and between the divorced

mother and the stepmother of the same child.
These findings support our previous conclu-
sion with a fixed-effects design. For mothers,
the advantage of biology is greater than the
partnership premium; for fathers, the partner-
ship premium is greater than the advantage of
biology. These conclusions are now based on
fixed-effects estimates for the parent data and
the child data.

We close our discussion by presenting Fig-
ure 1. This figure is based on only one out-
come (contact) and one dataset (parents) but
aptly illustrates the main thrust of our find-
ings. The figure shows how each contrast
changes across models, separately for fathers
and mothers. The left-hand bar represents the
initial estimate, the middle bar represents the
estimate controlled for coresidence and dura-
tion, and the right-hand bar represents the
within-parent comparison. We clearly see that
stepgaps and divorce penalties are partly
explained by coresidence but never by selec-
tion bias. Mediation of the divorce effect is
stronger for fathers, and mediation of the step-
gap is stronger for mothers. The remaining
stepgap is larger for mothers than for fathers,
and the remaining divorce penalty is larger for
fathers than for mothers. The widowhood
effect resembles the divorce effect and is also
gendered, albeit more weakly.
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Control Variables

We end with a brief discussion of the effects
of the control variables (Tables 3 and 4). First,
we see negative effects of the number of chil-
dren/siblings, as there appears to be less con-
tact and less support at the dyad level in larger
families. Children of more highly educated
parents have less frequent contact with their
parents than do children of less educated par-
ents, but there are positive effects of parental
education on closeness and support. Daugh-
ters have stronger relationships with their
parents than do sons. The effects of age are
small. We do see a significant decline in sup-
port as children become older. Most of these
effects are consistent across the two datasets,
and consistent with previous studies on adult
intergenerational relationships (Swartz 2009).

Finally, we explored the role of interparen-
tal conflict. This was measured with a scale
consisting of three items, all referring to the
period of marriage (when intact) or the period
before the divorce (when divorced). We do
not have this information for parents and their
new partners. The three items (listed in the
online supplement) were standardized and
combined into a scale. We estimated the
effects of divorce for biological parents using
random-effects models on the child data with
and without controlling for conflict. Our
results, presented in the online supplement,
show that adding conflict does reduce part of
the main effects of divorce (for mothers) and
by implication, also part of the divorce effects
for fathers. However, the divorce and gender
interactions remain significant and do not
change for any of the three outcomes when
adding conflict. This shows that conflict
indeed has something to do with the partner-
ship premium. We should keep in mind that
there is a reciprocal relationship between the
decision to separate and conflicts between
partners, so it is unclear whether parental
conflict is a mediating or confounding varia-
ble. Nonetheless, our central conclusion that
fathers benefit more than mothers from part-
nership remains valid even when controlling
for conflict.

CONCLUSIONS AND
DISCUSSION

Although it was not our first hypothesis, we
start our conclusion with the findings on
coresidence and duration. Our analyses pro-
vide strong support for the long-term impact
of variations in household structure during
youth on parent-child relationships. Children
who shared a household with a parent, and
who lived longer in a household with a par-
ent, have stronger ties with that parent when
they are adults. The effects are similar for
fathers and mothers, for contact and close-
ness, and do not depend on whether data
come from parents or children. Effect sizes
are quite strong and more or less linear,
although there is clearly an added benefit of
any coresidence. The notion that time is cru-
cial may not be surprising, but it is an impor-
tant conclusion based on a strong survey
design and a large number of nonstandard
families.

The hypothesis assuming an advantage of
biology is not confirmed in our analysis, at
least not as a general, gender-neutral princi-
ple. After controlling for the length of coresi-
dence between parent and child, the entire
step effect disappears for fathers. For step-
mothers, the results are different; the ties they
have to their stepchildren are weaker, even
when we take coresidence and duration into
account. This shows that if there is an advan-
tage of biology, it is highly gendered, in line
with our hypothesis. For the case of adoption,
we find partly similar results. Children have
somewhat weaker ties to adoptive parents
than to biological parents, and these gaps are
not fully explained by the length of coresi-
dence. We also see gender differences in the
adoption effects, and although these point in
the direction of our hypothesis, the differ-
ences are clearly smaller. We suspect this has
to do with the fact that adoptive parents are
“the only parents,” whereas stepparents may
or may not be supported by the biological
parents.

The idea that there is a partnership pre-
mium receives more support. First, adult
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children have weaker ties to their divorced
parents, suggesting that the bond of marriage
or cohabitation has an important long-term
benefit to the parent-child bond. The effects
are much stronger for fathers than for moth-
ers, however. In other words, the advantage of
biology applies mostly to mothers, whereas
the partnership premium applies mostly to
fathers. In the gendered partnership premium
hypothesis, we argued that the partnership
premium is due to patterns of kinkeeping and
conflicting loyalties among children. Evi-
dence for the kinkeeping mechanism can be
seen in the effects of widowhood. Here too
we see an effect, especially for fathers: fathers
who lost their partner when the child was
young have weaker ties to their adult children
than do married fathers. In other words, the
loss of a kinkeeper plays an important role.

The effects of divorce are consistent with
the literature, but our evidence is stronger in
a number of respects. We show that a major
part of the negative divorce effect observed in
the literature is due to the fact that divorced
fathers spend fewer years living with the
child. Coresidence also explains part of the
interaction between gender and divorce. After
adjusting for this, effects remain but they are
clearly weaker. Moreover, we show that the
effects are observed in a sample of adult chil-
dren and a sample of parents.

One of the novelties of our data and design
is that we were able to compare different types
of children within parents, and different types
of parents within children. These models pro-
vide a stronger test for our hypotheses than
previous studies were able to provide. First,
they control for stable characteristics of par-
ents because we compare different types of
children of the same parent. Similarly, they
control for stable characteristics of children,
as we compare different parents of the same
child (at least in the stepparent—divorced par-
ent comparison). Second, they control for
some of the conflicts and instability that occur
in families. For example, when comparing
stepchildren and current biological children of
the same parent, this parent has experienced
the same history of instability. Similarly, when

a child is traumatized by divorce, this should
affect ties to both the “old” father and the
“new” father. Our model does not control for
all relevant traits and circumstances, however.
For example, when parents change during the
life course, this could affect their relationships
to the different types of children differently.
Because we cannot capture these changes, we
cannot make true causal claims, if that were
even possible. Our design is a significant step
forward nonetheless, as much of the criticism
of causal interpretations of the divorce effect
focuses on stable personal traits, and it is in
that sense that our data and design are a con-
tribution. Longitudinal data would obviously
strengthen the evidence on divorce and step-
family effects as well (Kim 2011), but one
would need data on relationships during child-
hood and before divorce, all the way up to the
time when children have reached adulthood
(ages 25 to 45). Such long-term panel data
with sufficient numbers of nonstandard fami-
lies are rarely available.

Our general conclusion is that biology mat-
ters most for mothers, whereas the partnership
premium matters most for fathers. The inter-
pretations of these two findings are clearly
linked, however. Gendered patterns of kin-
keeping within marriage help biological fathers
maintain ties to their adult children. When
fathers divorce, they lose this support, result-
ing in weaker ties to their biological children.
If fathers repartner, they gain a kinkeeper, but
this facilitates ties to their stepchildren (i.e., the
biological children of their new partner), not to
their prior biological children. When mothers
divorce, they remain a kinkeeper for their own
children, but when they repartner they do not
gain a kinkeeper who can facilitate ties to their
stepchildren. The interaction of the gendered
advantage of biology on the one hand, and a
traditional pattern of kinkeeping work on the
other hand, is what weakens children’s ties to
both divorced fathers and stepmothers. This is
in line with prior work that suggests family
complexity comes with a “matrilineal tilt”
(Clark and Kenney 2010).

We end with some caveats, limitations, and
suggestions for further research. First, we have
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not linked the different parent-child relation-
ships to each other at the family level. There
are several interesting and important hypothe-
ses about such links (e.g., King 2007), and
these can also be tested with our data. Because
this requires different types of models, we
leave this to a further study. Second, we did not
include all forms of complexity. Several inter-
esting groups can be looked at, such as divorced
stepparents, parents who were single all along,
and stepparents whose partner died (e.g., Sun
and Li 2014). We have data on all these groups
but believe these are difficult to analyze with
the more general theoretical and analytical
framework we developed here. Third, we used
coresidence and duration as measures for
investment opportunities, and although their
effects are quite strong, we realize that actual
investments may vary independent of duration.
Future work could look at the interaction of
duration and parental involvement. Fourth, we
were unable to fully address the role of paren-
tal conflict. We explored effects of conflicts
between biological parents, but in the absence
of detailed longitudinal data, we do not have a
good way to separate conflict and divorce
either empirically or conceptually. Finally, we
have data from only one context. Although the
Dutch case is representative of Western
Europe, it is clear that this society and the
cohorts we were looking at apply to the transi-
tion stage of the divorce revolution. The ques-
tion of how current divorced parents and
stepparents will develop relationships when
their children are older is an interesting ques-
tion to motivate future data collection.

Data and Funding

The survey was conducted as part of a larger project on
Family Complexity funded by the European Research
Council under the Horizon 2020 program [ERC grant
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designed, and executed by a collaborative team of
researchers from the University of Amsterdam (UvA)
and Statistics Netherlands (CBS).
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Notes

1. Ouders en Kinderen in Nederland (Parents and
Children in the Netherlands).

2. Analyses with matched register data show that
response rates of divorced fathers are somewhat
lower, and this could lead to an underestimate of
the divorce effect in the parent data compared to
the child data. As we will see, we find even stronger
divorce effects in the parent data.

3. The data are available free of charge via the Data
Archiving and Networked Services of the Nether-
lands (DANS/KNAW), and they are documented in
an elaborate technical report (Kalmijn et al. 2017).

4. Upward support was relatively rare in our sample,
as most parents are too young to be in need of the
typical types of upward support (e.g., personal care,
household maintenance). Therefore, we did not
perceive it as a representative, general indicator for
intergenerational solidarity in this sample.

5. For each episode in which the respondent did not
live with the father/mother, we asked about the fre-
quency of contact. We multiplied the length of the
episode (in years) with the frequency of contact,
and we coded the contact categories as follows:
daily = 75 percent, weekly = 25 percent, monthly
= 10 percent, and less often = 0 percent.

6. The cohabitation variable was constructed for
all dyads, regardless of type. Hence, for divorced
dyads, we know whether the dissolved union was a
married or cohabiting union.

7. Based on a scale of three items measuring paren-
tal conflict during marriage (for children of intact
unions) or before the divorce (for children of
divorced or separated parents).
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