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ABSTRACT 
 

Parental Marital Disruption, Family Type, and Transfers to 
Disabled Elderly Parents*

 
This paper examines the family variables that affect intergenerational living arrangements 
and adult children’s time and cash transfers to their unpartnered disabled elderly parents. 
The family variables we examine include parental marital status, parental marital history, 
whether the index child is a step child or a biological child of the parent, and whether the 
index child’s siblings are step children or biological children of the parent. Using data from the 
Health and Retirement Studies - Asset and Health Dynamics Among the Oldest Old (HRS-
AHEAD) surveys, we estimate the joint probabilities that an adult child provides time and/or 
cash transfers to a parent and analyze a five-level categorical variable capturing parent–child 
living arrangements. Parameter estimates suggest significant detrimental effects of parental 
divorce and step relationship on time transfers and on the probability of coresidence with the 
index child. The composition of the index child’s sibling network also affects transfers and 
living arrangement choices of adult children. Our findings suggest that demographic changes 
are weakening the traditional role of the family as a support network. Because more recent 
cohorts of elderly persons have experienced substantially higher rates of divorce, remarriage, 
and step parenthood than the cohort considered in this study, our findings raise concerns 
about the future availability of family care. 
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  We use the Census definition of a traditional nuclear family to refer to families “ in1

which a child lives with two married biological parents and with only full siblings if siblings are
present.”

1

INTRODUCTION

Divorce has become an important part of life for many in the United States.  It has been

estimated that nearly one half of all marriages will end in divorce (Kreider and Fields 2002;

Martin and Bumpass 1989; Stevenson and Wolfers 2007).  Overall, 45 percent of children are

predicted to experience the break up of their parents' marriage by the age of 18 (Bumpass and

Rindfuss 1979).  One-third of all children will eventually live with a step parent before they

reach adulthood (Glick 1989; Furstenberg and Cherlin 1991) and approximately 52 percent of

children lived with both parents in 1998 compared to 73 percent in 1972 (Smith 1999).  As a

consequence of the increasing incidence of divorce and nonmarital childbirth, and subsequent

(re)marriage, the traditional nuclear family — husband, wife and their joint children — is rapidly

being replaced by new, more complex family structures.  Conventional wisdom teaches that1

living in nontraditional families has profound negative effects on adults and children, although

the scholarly literature is often cautious about the extent to which observed correlations reflect

underlying causal mechanisms. A substantial literature within the social sciences has focused on

the relationship between  nontraditional family structures and outcomes for children (Cherlin et

al. 1991;  Duncan and Hoffman 1985; Furstenberg and Cherlin 1991; Furstenberg et al. 1983;

McLanahan and Sandefur 1994; Haveman and Wolfe 1995; Morrison and Cherlin 1995; Seltzer

and Bianchi 1998; Painter and Levine 2000; Ginther and Pollak 2004).  A smaller literature has

focused on the relationship between marriage or divorce and the well-being of  adult men and
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adult women (Waite 1995, Waite and Gallagher 2000).  Relatively little is known, however,

about the relationship between  nontraditional family structures and  adult children’s transfers to

their disabled elderly parents. 

One particularly policy-relevant aspect of intergenerational relations that may be

adversely affected by family disruption is care of disabled elderly parents.  Intergenerational

transfers are a prominent feature of the economic landscape with intra- and inter-household

transfers often used to fulfill families' insurance roles: For disabled elderly persons, informal

caregiving by adult children (i.e., the provision of services on a nonpaid basis) and

intergenerational coresidence represent critical modes of assistance (McGarry and Schoeni 1997). 

Recent evidence suggests that adult children’s involvement in parental care has declined over the

past several decades (Kotlikoff and Morris 1990; Spillman and Pezzin 2000).  Dramatic changes

in family structure since the 1970s – most notably the relative erosion of the traditional nuclear

family – may be a factor in the decline in family caregiving.  

 Concerns about the growing elderly population and the potential erosion of family

support have prompted  researchers to begin examining the long-term effects of  marital

disruption.  To a large extent, research has focused on the effects of marital disruption by

examining the role of divorce and remarriage on the extent and quality of intergenerational

relations (Altonji, Hayashi and Kotlikoff 1996; Aquilino 1994; Cooney and Uhlenberg 1990;

Eggebeen 1992; Furstenberg, Hoffman and Shrestha 1995; Lye et al. 1995; Pezzin and Schone

1999).  The general consensus is that divorce reduces family support and the quality of relations

between adult children and their parents.  Although the impact of divorce on bonds between adult

children and their parents is stronger for fathers than for mothers (Furstenberg, Hoffman and
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Shrestha 1995), the quality of relations between divorced mothers  and their children is generally

lower than that between mothers and children in traditional nuclear families (Johnson 1989). 

Research also suggests that remarriage further weakens the bond between generations (Cooney

and Uhlenberg 1990; White 1994; Pezzin and Schone 1999).

Researchers have recently turned their attention to the effects of marital disruption on

transfers to elderly parents.  Evidence is beginning to accumulate that disabled elderly parents in

families that include at least one step child receive lower levels of transfers from their children

than parents in traditional nuclear families (Pezzin and Schone 1999; Pezzin and Schone 2001;

Lin 2008). 

This study contributes  to the growing literature on the effects of marital disruption,

family structure and step relationships on intergenerational living arrangements and adult

children’s time and cash transfers to their disabled elderly parents.  Our analysis differs from

previous research in two important respects:  First, we focus  on the network of adult children  of

disabled elderly parents.  Because caregiving patterns are the result of decisions made by all

children in the network, the entire network  is the appropriate unit of analysis.  By examining

transfers by adult children, we hope to understand the mechanism whereby  parents who divorce,

remarry, or have step children instead of or in addition to biological children might receive less

support.   Second, unlike previous research, which uses married elderly parents as the reference

group, we investigate the effects of divorce, remarriage, family type and step children on

transfers from adult children to their unpartnered elderly parents, using widowed parents as the

reference group.  The presence of a spouse or partner generally diminishes the caregiving role of

children and weakens their incentives to provide assistance.   Hence, unpartnered elderly persons
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(that is, those who are divorced, separated or widowed) are a group of particular policy interest

because they are far more likely to live in a nursing home (Freedman 1996) and are also more

likely to receive assistance from or coreside with their children than  their married counterparts

(Dwyer and Coward 1991).  By focusing on children of unpartnered elderly parents, we are able

to estimate the effects of divorce, remarriage, family type, and step relationship for a group of

elderly individuals who, after controlling for their disability status, are likely to have similar

needs for assistance. 

Marital Disruption, Family Structure and Transfers to Elderly Parents

Researchers from a variety of social science disciplines  have offered  theories and

conceptual perspectives to explain why divorce, remarriage and step relationships might

negatively affect intergenerational relations.  Sociologists, developmental psychologists and

demographers have advanced the notion of attachment (Hazan and Shaver 1992), attribution

(Grych and Fincham 1992), life course (Amato and Booth 1997; Furstenberg 1981; Rossi and

Rossi 1990) and social capital (Coleman 1988) to explain the impact of marital dissolution on

adults and children.  Amato (2000) reviews the empirical literature on the consequences of

divorce and  provides an excellent synthesis of the theoretical perspectives. As Amato notes, a

common theme underlying most of this literature is that marital disruption is a stressful life

transition to which family members must adjust.  The severity and duration of negative outcomes

depend on the presence of and interaction between mediator (stressors) and moderator

(protective) factors with successful adjustment among children often varying with contact and

attachment to both the custodial and  non-custodial parent (Amato 2000). 
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Reciprocity is  an important component in many of  these theories.  Interpersonal

relationships are often depicted as yielding dividends as the recipient (in this case, the child)

accumulates social obligations and expectations of repayment.  To the extent that the rules of

reciprocal caring are developed, learned and maintained by repeated contacts, it is thus plausible

that  discontinuities in family relationships caused by divorce may adversely  affect

intergenerational exchange.

A substantial body of economics literature has established that economic relationships

within families are crucial determinants of the effectiveness of  policy initiatives (Barro 1974;

Becker 1981; Bernheim 1989; Lundberg and Pollak, 1993 and 1994).  As a means of exploring

the nature of implicit agreements between elderly parents and their adult children,  economists

have focused primarily on the motives for intergenerational transfers.  The most prominent strand

of this literature has posited intergenerational “altruism” as the motive for child-to-parent

transfers.  A second, and more controversial, strand  of research has departed from the

assumption of altruism and proposed “exchange” as the main motive for child-to-parent transfers

(Bernheim, Shleifer and Summers 1985; Cox 1987; Cigno 1991; Cox and Rank 1992;  Altonji,

Hayashi and Kotlikoff 1992;  Altonji, Hayashi and Kotlikoff 1997; Cox, Hansen and Jimenez

1996).  Although the precise nature of the postulated exchange mechanism differs  across studies,

it generally reflects one of two notions: reciprocity, whereby transfers are made as a repayment

for past parental transfers;  or  strategic behavior, whereby  transfers are made in the hope of

securing future parental transfers. 

With respect to marital dissolution, economists argue that divorce reduces  the resources

devoted to children (Duncan and Hoffman 1985).  As a consequence, children’s consumption,



6

health and human capital will be underprovided  following divorce (Weiss and Willis 1985). 

Hence, when parents divorce, the  altruistic and/or reciprocal ties between generations will be

weakened. This weakening of ties is especially likely between children and non-custodial

parents.   

Contact and resource flows are  likely to be further weakened  when parents remarry. 

Remarriage creates a multitude of economic and social ties across households.  Membership in 

blended families tends to be more fluid than in traditional nuclear families, and family roles are

less clearly specified (Cherlin 1978; Furstenberg 1987). The increased complexity in family

structure and household organization also increases the “transaction costs” – the costs involved

in monitoring and enforcing implicit relational agreements within and across households--  likely

leading to further reductions in transfers. 

Although most researchers are concerned about  the effects of rising rates of divorce and

remarriage on the future of the family, a few researchers have rejected doom-and-gloom forecasts

of declining support between generations based on these trends. For example, Wachter (1997) 

point out that if we include stepkin, the size of kin networks has not contracted;  Amato has

observed  that “divorce, although temporarily stressful, represents a second chance at happiness

for adults and an escape from a dysfunctional home environment for children” and that adults

find fulfillment and children develop successfully in a variety of family structures (Amato and

Keith 1991; Logan and Spitze 1996; Amato 2000).  Despite looser norms about roles of members

in step and blended families, remarriage may promote interactions between parents and their

acquired step children, positively influencing the degree of reciprocity shared by step generations

and increasing the kin supply available to elderly parents as they age and require assistance
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(Curran, McLanahan and Knab 2003).  Evidence is lacking, for example, on whether  changes

within the family and the consequent restructuring of kinship ties following marital disruption

have led to shifts in  patterns of time and cash transfers to  elderly parents.  In what follows, we

provide new evidence of the effects of parental divorce and remarriage on adult children’s

decisions to provide care to frail elderly parents and examine how siblings network composition

affects the long-term care behavior of its individual members. 

DATA AND METHODS

Data for this analysis are drawn from matched observations from waves one and  two of

the Assets and Health Dynamics of the Elderly (AHEAD) survey.  The AHEAD survey is an

ongoing stratified panel survey that began with a nationally-representative sample of community-

based persons aged 70 and older in 1993 from the United States.  Respondents are followed

longitudinally roughly every two years.  A total of 8,219 respondents, corresponding to 6,052

households, were interviewed in wave one of AHEAD (AHEAD1), the data source of all

independent variables.  Data from wave two of AHEAD (AHEAD2), collected in 1995 and the

source of our outcome variables, include re-interviews of 6,948 elderly persons (attrition due to

death and interview non-response accounted for 9.6 percent and 5.8 percent, respectively, of

sample size loss between waves one and two). 

For the purpose of our analysis, we limited our sample to AHEAD respondents who

reported in wave two their marital status as widowed or as divorced/separated (AHEAD does not

distinguish between divorce and separated), who reported at least one living child, and who

reported having difficulty with at least one basic or instrumental activity of daily living. The



8

basic activities of daily living (ADLs) are transferring, dressing, bathing, toileting, eating, and

walking across a room; instrumental activities of daily living (IADLs) are grocery shopping,

preparing meals, taking medications, using a telephone, and managing household finances.  

Since the unit of analysis in our study is the network of adult children, we exploited the sibling

structure of the AHEAD data and formed individual records for each of the 4,863 children

associated with the 1,593 elderly parents meeting our inclusion criteria. 

Variable Definitions

The dependent variables we examine in this study are intergenerational living

arrangements and cash and time transfers provided by adult children to their elderly parents.  We

represent living arrangements with a five-level categorical variable indicating whether the parent

lives (i) with the index child i; (ii) with another child; (iii) with other relatives or non-relatives;

(iv) in a nursing home or (v) alone (reference category).  A child was coded as providing time

transfers to the parent if the elderly respondent identified that child as providing assistance with

one or more ADLs or IADLs in the past four weeks; zero otherwise.  Finally, our measure of cash

transfers was based on the elderly parent’s report that a child provided financial assistance

greater than $500 to the parent in the past two years. 

Of primary interest for our analysis are variables that represent family type and how the

index child is related to the parent (biological child or step child).  We introduce the term “family

type” to denote the composition of the index child’s sibling network (i.e, the kin relationship

between the index child’s siblings and the parent) and to distinguish it from the familiar notion of

family structure, which is prominent in discussions of outcomes for children (Ginther and Pollak,
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2004).  Our definition of family type characterizes the index child’s sibling network according to

the presence or absence of other biological or step children of the parent. Specifically, we create

two variables that identify (a) index children whose sibling network includes at least one step

child of the parent and (b) index children whose sibling network includes at least one biological

child of the parent.  We also include a variable reflecting whether the index child is a biological

or a step child.  Finally, we include an interaction term between the index child’s relationship to

the parent and the presence of step children in the sibling network; we do this to identify

potentially differential effects for biological children in blended families relative to biological

children in traditional nuclear families.”

All of our models include a rich set of control variables to capture differences across adult

children and their elderly parents along a number of dimensions: demographic and economic

characteristics of the parent; parental health and functioning; and demographic and economic

characteristics of the index child and the child’s sibling network.  In addition to basic

demographic characteristics (age, race, gender, and education), we include two variables to

measure parental marital history: the parent's current marital status (currently divorced; reference

category is currently widowed) and an indicator of whether the parent has experienced at least

one remarriage.  Parental economic status is incorporated into the analysis by two constructs:

current, nonbequeathable income (the sum of Social Security and pension income) and

bequeathable wealth, (the parent's total net worth).  Parental health is captured by the inclusion of

two indicators based on severity of disability (parents with: 1 or 2 ADLs; 3 or more ADLs; both

relative to parents who are limited on  IADLs only).  Finally, the economic status of children is

represented by two indicator variables that reflect the economic well-being of children relative to
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(1)

the parent: (i) whether the index child is financially worse off than the parent respondent and (ii)

whether all siblings of the index child are worse off than the parent respondent (AHEAD asks the

parent respondent about each child’s financial status relative to her own but does not collect any

additional information about the income and wealth of the children).   Table 1 contains a

complete list of variable definitions and summary information for our sample. 

Empirical Strategy

Our empirical goal is twofold.  First, we are interested in examining whether parental

marital disruption, child-parent kin relationship, and family type affect the likelihood that an

adult child makes time and cash transfers to a disabled elderly parent.   Second, we wish to

investigate the extent to which these variables influence the living arrangements of adult children

and their elderly parents. 

We use a bivariate probit specification to model jointly the probabilities that an adult

ij ijchild provides time (T ) and/or cash transfers (C ) to a parent.   Specifically, for every child i in

family j, we estimate transfer equations of the form:
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ijwhere X  is a child-parent specific variable capturing the nature of their relationship (biological

ijversus step); Z  is a vector of child-specific variables assumed to affect the adult child’s

jwillingness to provide transfers, including family size and type; and Y  is a vector of parent-

specific variables (invariant within a family) capturing demographic, economic and health status

factors assumed to affect the parent’s need for transfers (parental race, marital status, marital

history and disability level). We estimate the coefficients of the model—", $, *, " , $  and * —' '  '

along with the correlation coefficient D.

Elderly respondents in our sample are observed in one of five distinct living arrangements

(with the index child; with another child; with other relatives or non-relatives; in a nursing home;

or alone).  To estimate living arrangements, we use a multinomial logit specification.  Formally,

we assume that the value of living arrangement k for the i  child in family j is given by:th

k=1,...,5, (2)

where X, Y and Z are defined as above and " , $  and *  are the coefficients to be estimated.  The* * *

predicted living arrangement is that which exhibits the highest latent value,  if

otherwise.

Estimates of the bivariate probit transfer equations and the multinomial logit living

arrangements are obtained via maximum likelihood.  Because our data include observations on

more than one child in multiple sibling families, we adjust the standard errors of our estimates to

reflect the inherent correlation across observations. 
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RESULTS 

Table 2 presents summary information on cash and time transfers, as well as living

arrangements, for the children in our sample.  The first panel provides information on children’s

transfers by parental marital status and marital history.  The next panel focuses on children’s

transfers by their relationship to the parent while the last panel shows children’s transfers by

family type. 

The bivariate associations suggest that children are significantly less likely to provide

care to their disabled parent if the parent is divorced (relative to care they would provide to a

widowed parent).  Divorced parents are less likely to coreside with the index child or any other

children; they are also more likely to live alone or in a nursing home than widowed parents.  The

relationship between transfers, living arrangements and remarriage appears more modest:

children with parents who remarried are less likely to provide cash transfers and more likely to

have a parent who is in a nursing home. 

Data from the mid-panel suggest considerable variation in transfers by the type of

relationship (biological versus step) of the parent and child.  The likelihood of cash as well as

time transfers from biological children, for example, is about four-times that of step children. 

Consistently, results for living arrangements indicate that step children are significantly less

likely to coreside with the parent (1.8 percent versus 7.9 percent ) and more likely to have a

parent living alone or in a nursing home than biological children (63.6 percent versus 60.6

percent and 10.6 percent versus 7.5 percent, respectively).

The bottom panel of Table 2 provides information about family type.  Distinguishing

children by family type, we find that children in traditional nuclear families are significantly
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more likely to provide cash and time transfers than children in blended families (that is, families

with step children).  Similarly, index children of parents in blended families are less likely to

coreside with the parent and slightly more likely to have their parent live with other relatives or

non-relatives than index children in traditional nuclear families.  These findings raise the

possibility that a child’s transfer behavior might depend not only on the relationship to the parent

(i.e., biological or step), as proposed in the literature, but also on the composition of the sibling

network.  To investigate and isolate these effects, we turn to multivariate analyses which are

discussed below.

Findings from these multivariate analyses are consistent with the univariate results

discussed above, and indicate that the general pattern of lower transfers from step children and

children of divorced parents persists despite the inclusion of a wide array of potential

confounders.  Table 3 presents estimated coefficients from the bivariate probit model of cash and

time transfers and relative risk ratios from the multinomial logit model of living arrangements for

children who have an unpartnered disabled elderly parent.  The multivariate results indicate that

step children are significantly less likely to provide cash or time transfers to their elderly parents;

they are also significantly less likely to coreside with a parent (relative to the parent living alone). 

The estimates also suggest a detrimental effect of parental divorce on time transfers and on the

probability of coresidence with the index child: children of divorced parents are about half as

likely as children of widowed parents to coreside with a parent. 

Turning to family type, the cash and time transfer estimates indicate that the presence of

biological children in the index child’s sibling network lowers the propensity to provide either

type of transfer to the disabled elderly parent.  The presence of step children,  on the other hand, 
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has no statistically significant effect on either cash or time transfers by the index child.  Results

from the living arrangement estimation are stronger.  Controlling for family type, parental marital

history  and a variety of other socio-demographic and economic characteristics, we still find that

step children are only ten percent as likely as biological children to coreside with a parent. 

Children whose sibling network includes at least one biological child of the parent are less likely 

to live with the parent or to have their parent live with other relatives or non-relatives (relative to

living alone).  The presence of  biological children in the index child’s sibling’s network ,

however, increases by twelve times the odds that the parent lives with another child (as opposed

to living alone). In contrast, biological children in blended families are significantly less likely to

have a parent living with another child.  Regardless of  relationship and family type, a greater

number of siblings reduces the likelihood that the index child coresides with the parent and

increases the likelihood  that the parent lives with another child.  Family size is also associated

with reduced odds of nursing home residence (relative to living alone).

Given the inherent difficulty in interpreting the underlying coefficients from the bivariate

probit and multinomial logit models, particularly for interacted constructs, we calculate predicted

probabilities of all outcomes for alternative child-parent relationship/family type combinations. 

These predicted probabilities, shown in Table 4, are computed by setting the relevant relationship

and family type variables to new values while holding all other variables constant at their original

levels.  Predicted probabilities are calculated for each child and then averaged across the sample. 

Differences in the predicted probabilities across alternative relationship/family type groups can

be interpreted as the marginal effects of the variables of interest on the outcomes.
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Overall, the predicted probabilities indicate that the incremental effect of being a step

child relative to a biological child is substantial.  Biological children with no siblings are

predicted to be nearly four times more likely to make cash (13.5% versus 2.9%) or time transfers

(26% versus 7.7%) to the parent than single step children (Rows A and E of Table 4). Although

there is relatively little difference in cash and time propensities among step children by sibling

network characteristics (Rows E through H of Table 4), the results reveal a substantially higher

likelihood of providing time transfers among biological children whose sibling network includes

step children of the parent (25.6%, Row C) relative to biological children in traditional or

blended families (15.1%, Row B and 14.8%, Row D, respectively).  One plausible interpretation

of this finding is that biological children may attempt to compensate for the (anticipated) lower

involvement of siblings who are step children of the parent.  The presence of other biological

children, on the other hand, weakens this propensity by providing additional “viable” candidates

to share in that responsibility (i.e., other biological children may take on some of the cash and

time transfer responsibility). 

The predictions also indicate that the addition of other biological children to a family with

step children has a strong effect on living arrangements of biological children (Rows C and D of

Table 4).  The likelihood that the index biological child has a parent who lives with another child

is twelve times greater–12.5% in blended families with multiple biological children compared to

1% in blended families where only the index child shares a biological link with the parent.  This

increase is accompanied by a sizeable decrease in the probability that the parent lives with the

index child (11.6% to 7.8%) or with another relative or non-relative (13.7 % to 7.3%) and a

somewhat smaller decrease in the likelihood that the parent lives alone (67.3% to 64.3%). 
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Overall, the lowest probability that the parent coresides with the index child occurs in blended

families where the index child is a step child (Rows F and H).  Parents are most likely to live

alone when their only child is a step child (78.6%, Row E) and most likely to be institutionalized

when their family network is blended (12.2%, Row H) or consists solely of step children (11.7%,

Row G).  

In addition to the effects of child-parent relationship, family type, and parental marital

history, our remaining results in Table 3 suggest that children’s decisions to provide financial or

time transfers to their elderly parents are driven by a number of other factors.  We observe that

children are more likely to provide time transfers to older parents as well as to parents with

higher levels of disability, a result likely capturing the child’s response to the parent’s need for

care.  Cash transfers, on the other hand, do not appear sensitive to these or most other parent-

specific demographic and health variables (except for a higher propensity among black/African

American children) .  Instead, we find children’s cash transfers depend primarily on the parent’s

wealth, as measured by his or her net worth, and the child’s relative financial status.  Finally, our

finding of a positive, albeit modest, correlation between the cash and time transfer equations may

suggest that children in our sample do not view financial transfers as substitutes for time

transfers.  Alternatively, the positive correlation between cash and time assistance may reflect

unobservable characteristics, such as the child’s “giving disposition” or the parent’s

unobservable need (Soldo and Henretta 2007).

Lastly, results regarding parent and child living arrangements are generally consistent

with expectations.  Parental characteristics, such as disability level and race/ethnicity, affect

living arrangements, as do competing demands on the child’s time (marital status and the
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presence of children), the child’s economic status, and the number of siblings in the index child’s

sibling network.

DISCUSSION

Aside from the growth in the elderly population, one of the most marked demographic

trends of the twentieth century was the tremendous increase in divorce and  remarriage.  These

trends have precipitated dramatic changes in family structure, a development that has captured

the attention of  researchers and policymakers concerned with the well-being of children. 

Relatively little research, however, has explored the effects of these demographic trends on

transfers by adult children to their disabled elderly parents.  

In this paper, we have examined the effects of divorce and remarriage on adult children’s

transfers of time and cash to disabled elderly parents as well as on the living arrangements of

disabled elderly parents.  In general, our results support the notion that family disruption, broadly

conceived, has a negative impact on child-to-parent transfers.  Our finding of a detrimental effect

of parental divorce on children’s transfers is consistent with the literature and suggests a growing

number of elderly persons who will be particularly vulnerable in later life due to weaker ties to

their children.  

We also examine the independent effects of family type.  We find strong evidence that

step children are less likely than biological children to provide assistance across all outcomes. 

Contrary to expectations, however, the biological children of a parent who also has step children

are no less likely than biological children of a parent who has no step children to transfer

resources to their elderly parent.  In fact, biological children whose sibling network includes only



18

additional step children were significantly more likely than biological children in traditional

nuclear families to provide care and to coreside with the parent—a result that might reflect their

attempt to compensate for the limited involvement of step children.  As indicated by our parent-

level analyses (Pezzin and Schone 1999), however, the offsetting behavior by biological children

in these families does not compensate fully for the lower level of transfers by step children.

Historically, children’s time transfers have been an important component of support to

disabled elderly persons (Morgan 1984).  Our findings that transfers from adult children to their

elderly parents depend on parental marital status, kin relationship and, to a lesser extent, family

type suggests that changing family patterns are altering the traditional role of the family as a

support network. These findings raise concerns about future cohorts of elderly persons who will

have experienced substantially higher rates of divorce, remarriage, and step parenthood than the

AHEAD cohort considered in this study.   Nonmarital fertility is also a concern.  Because the

AHEAD cohort has very low rates of nonmarital fertility, any attempt to use AHEAD to infer the

effect of nonmarital fertility on family transfers would require very strong assumptions.

 Evidence also suggests increased reliance on government subsidized formal care by

elderly persons facing reduced informal care provided by their adult children (Spillman and

Pezzin 2000).  That evidence and our findings imply increased demands on public programs,

such as Medicare and Medicaid, to fill in the gap resulting from lower levels of private transfers

within these complex families.  Of equal concern is the possibility that disabled elderly persons

who are not eligible for public long-term care benefits and who cannot otherwise afford formal

care will have their needs unmet.
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In addition to highlighting the complexities associated with defining and measuring

family type, our study also indicates that much remains to be learned about family behavior and

suggests several avenues for future exploration.  Data limitations preclude investigating the

dynamic processes underlying intergenerational relations.  A notable limitation of the AHEAD

surveys is the lack of information about the timing and nature of early family transitions.  For

example, the data do not allow us to distinguish step relationships that result from remarriage

following widowhood from those that result from remarriage following divorce.  We are also

unable to ascertain directly the relationship among adult children (full siblings, half siblings or

step siblings) or the alternative demands placed on step children who may be at risk for providing

care to their own biological parents.  Finally, we know little about the parents or sibling networks

of the spouses of the adult children in our sample.   Information about the timing of family

transitions and the history of all members in the extended family would allow us to distinguish

the potentially differential effects of the step relationships acquired through alternative processes

and the effects of competing demands on transfers from biological children and step children. 

Such analyses require rich and complex data on the extended family, data that are currently

unavailable.

Finally, research on the relationship between family type and transfers to elderly persons

may shed some light on the motives for intergenerational transfers.   Research examining the

motives for late life child-to-parent transfers has generally ignored family type, implicitly

assuming that elderly parents and adult children shared the economic and social stability of

traditional nuclear families throughout their lives.  Our results suggest the need to consider
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family type, in addition to divorce and remarriage, when constructing and estimating models of

intergenerational transfers.  
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Table 1:Variable Definitions and Summary Statistics

Variable Definition Mean 

Dependent Variables

Cash transfers

Time transfers

Living Arrangement a

=1 if child gave parent $$500 in past 2 years; 0 otherwise

=1 if child gave parent ADL/IADL assistance in past 4 weeks; 0 otherwise

=1 if parent lives alone; 

=2 if parent lives in nursing home; 

=3 if parent lives with someone other than child; 

=4 if parent lives with index child;

 =5 if parent lives with other child

.10 

.15

.61 

.07 

.06 

.08 

.17 

Parent’s Marital Status and Marital History

Divorced/Separated

Remarried

=1 if parent of child is separated or divorced; 0 otherwise

=1 if parent of child ever remarried; 0 otherwise

.09

.27

Child’s Kin Relationship to Parent and Family Type 

Step Child

No siblings

Parent has at least one step child (exclusive of

index child)

Parent has at least one biological child (exclusive

of index child)

=1 if index child is a step child of the parent; 0 otherwise

=1 if child has no siblings; 0 otherwise

=1 if all other children (excluding index child) are step children of the parent

=1 if all other children (excluding index child) are biological children of the

parent; 0 otherwise

=1 if sibling’s network  (excluding index child) includes both step and

biological children; 0 otherwise

.06

.07

.10

 

.91
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Other Parent Characteristics

Female

Black

Hispanic

Less Than High School Education

Some College

Disability Level: ADL1-2

Disability level: ADL3+

Age

Net Worth

Income 

=1 if parent is female; 0 otherwise

=1 if parent is Black; 0 otherwise

=1 if parent is Hispanic; 0 otherwise

=1 if parent is high school graduate; 0 otherwise

=1 if parent attended college; 0 otherwise

=1 if parent has 1 or 2 ADLs; 0 otherwise

=1 if parent has 3 or more ADLs; 0 otherwise

=parent’s age divided by 10

=parent’s net worth divided by 10,000

=parent’s non-bequeathable income divided by 10,000

.81

.21

.08

.23

.16

.41

.30

8.1

8.1

.25

Child Characteristics

Female

Age 

Less Than High School Education

Some College

Married

Child has no children

Number of Children

Child is Financially Worse than Parent

All Children are Financially Worse than Parent

Child and Parent are the Same Gender

Number of Siblings

=1 if child is a daughter

=child’s age divided by 10

=1 if child is high school graduate; 0 otherwise

=1 if child attended college; 0 otherwise

=1 if child currently married; 0 otherwise

=1 if child has no children; 0 otherwise

=number of children of child for those with children

=1 if child is financially worse off than parent; 0 otherwise

=1 if all siblings of child are worse off than parent; 0 otherwise

=1 if child and parent are the same gender; 0 otherwise

=number of siblings of child

.51

5.2

.17

.40

.68

.17

2.4

.13

.34

.51

3.5

Note: All statistics are based on the sample of 4,863 children of unpartnered disabled elderly parents.
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Table 2: Cash and Time Transfers and Living Arrangements of Children, by Parent’s Marital Status and Marital History,

 Child-Parent Relationship and Family Type

Living Arrangement

Cash

Transfers

Time

Transfers

Parent Lives

Alone

Parent Lives

in Nursing

Home

Parent Lives

with Others

Parent Lives

with Index

Child

Parent Lives

with Other

Child

Parent’s Marital Status and Marital History

    Child’s Parent is  Widowed 

    Child’s Parent is  Separated/Divorced

    Child’s Parent Has Never Remarried

    Child’s Parent  Has  Remarried

9.9

11.7

14.0***

7.6

15.9***

11.4

15.7

14.7

60.2***

65.9

61.3

59.4

7.8**

9.8

7.2** 

8.9

6.2 

7.8

6.3

6.5

7.9***

4.5

7.6

7.5

18.1***

11.9

17.5

17.7

Relationship to Parent

    Biological Child

    Step Child

10.7***

2.7

16.1***

4.6

60.6**

63.6

7.5**

10.6

6.4

6.7

7.9***

1.8

17.5

17.2

Family Type

      No Step Children Present in Family

    Step Children Present in Family

10.3** 

7.4

16.2***

9.5

60.2

61.7

7.6

8.6

6.3 §

7.6

7.9**

4.9

17.6

17.1

Notes: Outcomes are percentages (the propensity to make a cash or time transfer and the distribution of living arrangement)

Differences are statistically different from zero at *** (p < .05), ** ( 0.5 # p <.10) and § (0.10 # p <0.15).
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Table 3: Estimated Bivariate Probit and M ultinomial Logit Models of Transfers and Living Arrangement 

Living Arrangement

Cash

Transfers

Time

Transfers

Parent Lives

in Nursing

Home

Parent Lives

with Others

Parent

Lives

with

Index

Child

Parent

Lives

with

Other

Child

   

Relative Risk Ratios (Parent Lives Alone is

Reference Category)

Relationship & Family Type

     Index Child is Step Child

     Parent Has at Least One Step Child

     (exclusive of index child)

  

     Parent Has at Least One Biological Child

    (exclusive of index child)

     Biological Child*Parent Has at Least One Step  Child

     Number of Siblings

-0.83***

(0.30)

0.17

(0.38)

-0.18§

(0.11)

-0.08

(0.40)

-0.06

(0.26)

-0.88***

(0.22)

-0.11

(0.28)

-0.44***

(0.08)

0.09

(0.31)

-0.08***

(0.01)

0.96

2.06

1.36

0.47

.89**

0.71

1.40

0.55**

0.79

1.07

0.10***

1.43

0.65**

0.67

.90***

0.59

2.62**

12.9***

0.23***

1.15***

Parental Marital Status & History

     Parent is Divorced

    

     Parent was Ever Remarried

0.11

(0.15)

-0.15§

(0.09)

-0.23***

(0.10)

0.02

(0.06)

1.27

1.12

1.17

0.82

0.46***

1.13

0.58§

1.15
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Living Arrangement

Cash

Transfers

Time

Transfers

Parent Lives

in Nursing

Home

Parent Lives

with Others

Parent

Lives

with

Index

Child

Parent

Lives

with

Other

Child

   

Relative Risk Ratios (Parent Lives Alone is

Reference Category)

Parental Characteristics

     Parent is Female

     Parent is Blacka

     Parent is Hispanic

     Parent Has Less Than High School Educationb

     Parent is College Graduate

     Parent has 1-2 ADLsc

     Parent has 3+ ADLs

     Parent’s Age (÷ 10)

     Parent’s Net Worth (÷ 10,000)

     Parent’s Income (÷ 10,000)

0.17

(0.15)

0.26***

(0.12)

0.06

(0.17)

-0.12

(0.13)

-0.06

(0.14)

-0.10

(0.09)

-0.10

(0.11)

-0.04

(0.07)

-0.01***

(0.003)

-0.13

(0.09)

0.10

(0.08)

0.03

(0.07)

-0.07

(0.10)

0.11*

(0.07)

-0.12

(0.09)

0.05

(0.07)

0.69***

(0.07)

0.29***

(0.05)

-0.002

(0.002)

0.02

(0.07)

0.83

0.81

.0***

1.12

1.45

1.58

13.24***

2.45***

0.96***

0.65§

1.76§

1.98***

0.72

1.53

1.29

1.27

2.52***

0.91

0.99

1.07

1.48**

1.76***

1.78**

1.08

0.68

0.93

1.27

1.59***

1.00

1.04

1.29

2.36***

1.64

1.02

0.69

1.10

1.50**

1.30§

0.99

0.85
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Living Arrangement

Cash

Transfers

Time

Transfers

Parent Lives

in Nursing

Home

Parent Lives

with Others

Parent

Lives

with

Index

Child

Parent

Lives

with

Other

Child

   

Relative Risk Ratios (Parent Lives Alone is

Reference Category)

Child Characteristics

     Child is Female

     Child’s Age (÷ 10)

     Child has Less than High School Educationb

     Child is College Graduate

     Child is Married

     Child Has No Children

     # of Children 

     Child is Financially Worse than Parent

     All Siblings are Financially Worse than

               Parent

     Child and Parent are the Same Gender 

     Constant

-0.07

(0.06)

-0.02

(0.04)

-0.08

(0.11)

0.30***

(0.07)

0.05

(0.06)

0.07

(0.09)

-0.02

(0.02)

-0.35***

(0.09)

-0.27***

(0.09)

0.01

(0.07)

-0.63

(0.59)

0.42***

(0.07)

-0.10***

(0.03)

-0.03

(0.07)

-0.05

(0.05)

-0.09**

(0.05)

0.03

(0.08)

-0.03  §

(0.02)

-0.24**

(0.09)

-0.10**

(0.06)

0.08

(0.06)

-2.70***

(0.37)

1.12

0.98

1.28

0.91

0.91

1.08

1.00

1.06

0.95

0.66***

1.39***

0.91

1.66***

0.64***

0.88

1.42§

1.06

1.20

1.31

0.72**

0.79

0.70***

1.42**

0.94

0.12***

1.94***

.99

.0***

0.68***

1.26

0.95

0.94

1.19

1.07

0.95

1.19

0.99

1.03

0.92

0.97

D .12***

(0.04)

Log of the Likelihood -3285*** -4764***
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Notes: Coefficients are statistically different from zero at *** (p < .05), ** ( 0.5 # p <.10) and § (0.10 # p <0.15).

a Reference category for race/ethnicity is other

b Reference category for education is high school graduate

c Reference category for disability is parent has only IADLs
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Table 4:  Simulated Probabilities of Outcomes by Family Type and Relationship

Living Arrangement

Cash

Transfers

Time

Transfers

Parent

Lives

Alone

Parent

Lives in

Nursing

Home

Parent

Lives with

Others

Parent

Lives

with

Index

Child

Parent

Lives

with

Other

Child

   

Baseline Prediction  9.4 15.4 60.7 7.7 6.4 7.6 17.5

Family Type and Relationship

A: Child is Biological and Has no Siblings

B: Child is Biological & All Siblings are Biological Children

C: Child is Biological & All Siblings are Only Step Children

D: Child is Biological & Siblings are Biological & Step Children

E: Child is Step and Has no Siblings

F: Child is Step & All Siblings are Biological Children

G: Child is Step & All Siblings are Step Children

H: Child is Step & Siblings are Biological & Step Children

13.5†"
9.6†

10.3#
11.9†

2.9

1.9

2.8

3.4

26.0†"
15.1†

25.6†,‡

14.8†

7.7

3.5

6.4<
2.8 

67.4 "< 

60.0†     

67.3 "< 

64.3 "< 

78.6 <A 

70.9 < 

70.1 < 

55.1 "A

6.5

7.7

6.3=<
8.0< 

7.4

8.7

11.7

12.2

12.3

6.0

13.7

7.3

13.0

5.4

12.3

6.3

12.0

7.5†

11.6†

7.8A,<

1.9

1.1

2.3

1.1

--

18.8=
1.0†,‡

12.5<

--

13.9

2.8<
26.1

Notes: † denotes that category is significantly different than Rows E, F, G, and H at least at the p <.10 level; # denotes that category is different than

Rows F, G at least at the p <.10 level; ‡ denotes category is different than Row D at least at the p<.10 level;  " denotes category is different

than Row E at least at the p < .10 level; = denotes category is different than Row G at least at the p < .10 level; < denotes category is different

than H at least at the p < .10 level; A denotes category is different than F at least at the  p < .10 level.
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