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From Older Adults
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and Judith A. Seltzer

ABSTRACT We exam ine older partnered par ents’ time spent with adult chil dren in  
bio log i cal and step families, treating time together as an indi ca tion of rela tion ship 
strength. Using a unique national sam ple of U.S. time dia ries from the Panel Study of 
Income Dynamics, we inves ti gate time with all  adult chil dren com bined and with each 
adult child. We find that time together depends on fam ily struc ture and par ent–adult 
child dyadic rela tion ship type embed ded in fam ily struc ture. In ana ly ses of all  adult 
chil dren com bined, an older par ent is more likely to spend time with adult chil dren in 
bio log i cal fam i lies than in stepfamilies only when there is no shared bio log i cal child in 
the step fam ily. In dyadic ana ly ses, a par ent’s tie with an adult child who is a bio log i cal 
child of both part ners is stron ger in stepfamilies than in bio log i cal fam i lies. Moreover, 
among stepfamilies, ties are not uni formly stron ger with bio log i cal chil dren rel a tive to 
stepchildren; dif fer ences emerge only in more com plex fam i lies when each part ner has 
bio log i cal chil dren from pre vi ous rela tion ships. Our find ings chal lenge the view that 
ties with older par ents are always weaker with stepchildren in stepfamilies and point to 
the impor tance of con sid er ing par ent–child rela tion ships in the broader fam ily con text.

KEYWORDS Stepfamily • Time use • Stepchildren • Intergenerational rela tion
ships • Aging

Introduction

Changes over the last halfcen tury in fun da men tal demo graphic pro cesses—includ ing 
increased life expec tancy (until recently), delayed mar riage, increased cohab i ta tion, 
high divorce and remarriage/repartnering rates, shifts in fer til ity and non mar i tal child
bear ing, and a rise in step rela tion ships—have led to increases in the com plex ity of 
U.S. fam i lies (Agree 2018; Seltzer 2019). In par tic u lar, high rates of remarriage and 
repartnering mean that sub stan tial per cent ages of fam i lies include step fam ily mem
bers acquired through for mal remarriage, cohab i ta tion, and serial noncoresidential 
rela tion ships (Furstenberg 2014; Lin et al. 2017; Parker 2011; Wiemers et al. 2019; 
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Yahirun et al. 2018).1 Studies have linked indi ca tors of the strength of fam ily ties—as 
mea sured by the fre quency of exchanges, trans fers, or con tact—to fam ily struc ture, 
with fam i lies that have step rela tion ships (i.e., stepfamilies) hav ing weaker ties than 
fam i lies in which par ents are mar ried and have only shared bio log i cal off spring (i.e., 
bio log i cal fam i lies). These stud ies have also found weaker dyadic ties between a 
par ent and a step child than a bio log i cal child. In this study, we hypoth e size that the 
strength of fam ily ties depends on the struc ture of fam i lies as well as the nature of 
dyadic rela tion ships between par ents and adult chil dren embed ded in fam ily struc
ture. To test these hypoth e ses, we use an indi ca tor of fam ily sol i dar ity that has not 
been used in past research: time spent together, as mea sured by time dia ries. We pres
ent national esti ma tes of older partnered par ents’ time spent with their adult chil dren 
col lec tively, with a focus on dif fer ences by fam ily struc ture. In addi tion, we exam ine 
time spent with each adult child to assess dif fer ences in a par ent’s time spent with a 
bio log i cal child ver sus a step child, by dif fer ent types of fam ily struc tures.

Older par ents are of par tic u lar inter est because they are much more likely than 
youn ger par ents to have adult chil dren. Also, when par ents are older, timerelated 
sup port (an impor tant aspect of time together) gen er ally flows from adult chil dren to 
par ents (Wiemers et al. 2019). Moreover, unlike time spent with minor chil dren, deci
sions about time spent with adult chil dren depend more on both the par ent’s and adult 
child’s choices. This study con trib utes to the lit er a ture by (1) using unique, nation ally 
rep re sen ta tive data with infor ma tion on the bio log i cal and step rela tion ships of all  adult 
chil dren in the fam ily to their par ents; (2) plac ing the par ent–child dyad in the fam ily 
con text; (3) includ ing all  older par ents regard less of their care needs; and (4) intro
duc ing a pre vi ously unex am ined dimen sion of inter gen er a tional sol i dar ity, time spent 
together, as mea sured in time dia ries. We con sider whether the strength of a par ent– 
child rela tion ship depends on the other rela tion ships in the fam ily and in doing so 
rec og nize impor tant dis tinc tions among types of stepfamilies—most impor tantly, 
whether cur rent part ners within stepfamilies share bio log i cal par ent hood for at least 
one child.

Background and Hypotheses

Relationships between step par ents and chil dren have long been portrayed in lit er a ture 
and the media as fraught (Ganong and Coleman 2017). Although exag ger ated, this 
por trayal is con sis tent with some research evi dence. Research has found that rela
tion ships in stepfamilies are weaker than those in bio log i cal fam i lies and that within 
fam i lies, ties between step par ents and stepchildren are weaker than those between 
bio log i cal par ents and chil dren (Coleman and Ganong 2008; Eggebeen 1992; Fomby 
and KravitzWirtz 2019; Kalmijn 2013; Patterson et al. 2022; Pezzin et al. 2008; 
Pezzin and Schone 1999; White 1994; Wiemers et al. 2019).

Interpretations of step–bio log i cal dif fer ences in par ent–child ties dif fer in their 
empha sis on char ac ter is tics of a par ent–child pair and char ac ter is tics of a fam ily as a 

1 Multipartner fer til ity con trib utes to infor mal step par ent–child ties, even when the child’s bio log i cal par
ent does not live with the new part ner.
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whole. Stepfamilies may include a com bi na tion of bio log i cal par ent–child pairs and 
step par ent–child pairs. For instance, a partnered par ent may have chil dren with both 
cur rent and for mer part ners. At their most com plex, stepfamilies may include chil dren 
from each par ent’s pre vi ous union(s) as well as chil dren from the cur rent union (joint). 
Our study con trib utes to a grow ing body of research account ing for both a dyadic 
par ent–child rela tion ship and whether a fam ily includes step rela tion ships (Ginther 
et al. 2022; Ginther and Pollak 2004; Kalmijn et al. 2019; Manning et al. 2014; Pezzin 
et al. 2008). Although some ratio nales described here apply to chil dren of any age, our 
focus is on rela tion ships between par ents later in life and their adult chil dren.

Interpretations That Emphasize Family-Level Processes

A fam ily sys tems approach points to sev eral fam ilylevel pro cesses in stepfamilies 
that may lead to weak ened ties (Cox and Paley 1997; Hetherington 1992). First, uncer
tainty about obli ga tions in stepfamilies may affect the fam ily envi ron ment as a whole, 
not just the rela tion ship between a step par ent and step child in that fam ily. Ambiguity 
about the appro pri ate allo ca tion of resources among fam ily mem bers with dif fer ing 
degrees of bio log i cal relat ed ness may increase strain and con flict in the fam ily, thereby 
dam ag ing the qual ity of bio log i cal par ent–child and step par ent–child rela tion ships.

Second, the bio log i cal par ent and child bring a shared his tory to the new step fam ily 
(Cherlin and Furstenberg 1994; Kalmijn 2015). The lack of com mon his tory for all  
fam ily mem bers may lead to greater fric tion in their inter ac tions. The qual ity of step
fam ily ties also may suf fer if expe ri enc ing paren tal divorce has dam aged the rela tion ship 
between the child and the bio log i cal par ent who brought the step par ent into the fam ily. 
The weaker ties in stepfamilies may be due to worse rela tion ship skills among par ents 
who sep a rate and then repartner than among bio log i cal par ents who remain together. 
Effects of divorce on chil dren’s trust and abil ity to nego ti ate fam ily inter ac tions may 
also hin der close rela tion ships in stepfamilies. Parents’ and chil dren’s rela tion ship skills 
affect inter ac tions among all  fam ily mem bers and between a par ent and a spe cific child.

Among cou ples with stepchildren, the strength of fam ily con nec tions may depend 
on whether each or only one part ner has stepchildren and whether the par ents have 
joint bio log i cal chil dren from their new part ner ship. Families in which both part ners 
have chil dren from past rela tion ships may expe ri ence more bound ary ambi gu ity and 
greater strains in bal anc ing com pet ing inter ests (Stewart 2005), per haps weak en ing 
ties rel a tive to stepfamilies in which only one part ner has bio log i cal chil dren. Step
families that include a joint bio log i cal child may expe ri ence ten sion resulting from 
addi tional com plex ity when par ents intro duce a half sib ling into the fam ily. Alter
natively, cou ples who have chil dren together cre ate fam ily mem bers with a shared 
his tory and com mon under stand ing of obli ga tions and resources that may gen er ate 
strong fam ilywide ties even in the pres ence of stepchildren.

Interpretations That Emphasize Dyadic Relationships

Parents may invest less in a step child than a bio log i cal child for bioevolutionary 
 rea sons or because of socio cul tural fac tors reinforcing the impor tance of a  bio log i cal  
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par ent–child tie (Hamilton 1964a, 1964b; Malinowski 1930/1964). The step par ent–
child  rela tion ship also may be less close or inti mate because step par ents have less shared 
his tory with stepchildren than with bio log i cal chil dren (Coleman et al. 2000; Kalmijn 
et al. 2019). Even a step par ent who joins a child’s fam ily when the child is young may 
not live with the child, and this sit u a tion may cre ate emo tional dis tance between them. 
In addi tion, step par ents’ and stepchildren’s rights and respon si bil i ties may be ambig u
ous, par tic u larly when a step par ent enters the fam ily after a divorce because the child 
still has two bio log i cal par ents (Cherlin 1978). The poten tial for divided loy al ties and 
com pet ing respon si bil i ties may dimin ish fam ily sol i dar ity and weaken the rela tion ship 
between a step par ent and a step child (Ganong and Coleman 2017).

Dyadic Processes Embedded in Families

Research has found that fam ily con text influ ences dyadic rela tion ships in fam i lies. 
Reviewing evi dence on sib ling rela tion ships dur ing child hood and ado les cence, 
McHale et al. (2012) noted the deter min ing role of fam ily sys tems in which sib lings 
operate. Patterns of adult chil dren’s care for aging par ents also sup port a fam ily sys tems 
ori en ta tion. Adult chil dren’s care giv ing depends on their sib lings’ char ac ter is tics— 
for instance, whether they have sis ters or whether their sib lings are unpartnered 
(Grigoryeva 2017; Lin and Wolf 2020). Most research on U.S. fam i lies has not exam
ined whether help pro vided to older par ents by adult bio log i cal chil dren is con tin gent 
on fam ily struc ture. An impor tant excep tion is research by Pezzin et al. (2008), who 
found that care a child gives to a bio log i cal older par ent with a dis abil ity who is 
widowed, divorced, or sep a rated depends on whether the par ent’s other chil dren are 
bio log i cal chil dren, stepchildren, or a com bi na tion of the two. Evidence from fam i
lies in France, Germany, and Russia sug gests that par ents’ sat is fac tion and close ness 
with their bio log i cal chil dren are lower when a step child is also in the fam ily (Arránz 
Becker et al. 2013; Steinbach and Hank 2016).

Time Together as an Indicator of Relationship Strength

Intergenerational sol i dar ity in aging fam i lies depends on affec tion between the gen
er a tions, which leads to more fre quent inter ac tions, which may fur ther increase 
affec tion (Bengston and Roberts 1991). Research has shown that strong ties with 
adult chil dren influ ence older adults’ health and wellbeing, espe cially in the face 
of neg a tive events later in life (Antonucci 2001). Time together may also rep re sent 
instru men tal sup port, which more com monly flows from adult child to par ent at older 
paren tal ages (Wiemers et al. 2019).

Strong ties have been operationalized in two over arch ing ways: as exchanges of 
sup port and as reg u lar con tact. Studies exam in ing sup port have com monly asked 
about the fre quency of spe cific behav iors that reflect, for exam ple, finan cial sup port, 
advice or com pan ion ship, or help with spe cific activ i ties (Fingerman et al. 2015;  
Fingerman et al. 2012; Lee et al. 2012; Silverstein et al. 2006). Studies on con tact have 
typ i cally mea sured the fre quency of con tact irrespective of how that time together 
was spent (Cooney 1994; Pinquart and Sörensen 2000; Sarkisian and Gerstel 2008). 
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Both types of mea sures offer respon dents a spec i fied win dow of time (e.g., in the last 
month or last 12 months), often with cat e gor i cal answers (e.g., never, once a year, 
sev eral times a year, sev eral times a month, once a week, or more than once a week). 
The timeuse lit er a ture classifies these types of mea sures as “styl ized” mea sures. 
Such mea sures are prone to errors, includ ing social desir abil ity bias (in which peo
ple over re port or under re port activ i ties thought to be desir able or unde sir able), recall 
bias (espe cially for activ i ties tak ing place irreg u larly), and reporting biases related to 
how clearly the activ ity type is defined for the respon dent (National Research Council 
2000). Time dia ries pro vide an alter na tive method for ascertaining time use over a 24
hour period, includ ing time spent with other fam ily mem bers. Time diary–based mea
sures offer a snap shot of a ran domly selected day. Although they are not  able to detect 
var i a tion in time together or fre quency over a lon ger period, time diary mea sures 
are less sus cep ti ble to desir abil ity, recall, and reporting biases (National Research  
Council 2000). In this study, we draw on 24hour time dia ries to cre ate a mea sure of 
time together that reflects sol i dar ity in fam ily ties.

Hypotheses

Our hypoth e ses address fam ilylevel dif fer ences related to fam ily struc ture and par ent– 
child dyadlevel dif fer ences related to bio log i cal ver sus step rela tion ships embed ded in 
fam ily struc ture. Motivated by prior research but also constrained by our data’s sam
ple size (described later), we dis tin guish among types of fam i lies as hav ing (1) one or 
more joint bio log i cal chil dren only; (2) one or more joint and one or more stepchildren;  
(3) no joint chil dren and one or more bio log i cal chil dren from each part ner’s past 
union(s); and (4) no joint chil dren and one or more chil dren from only one part ner’s  
past union(s). We also con sider three types of par ent–child rela tion ships: (1) joint bio log
i cal child; (2) bio log i cal child of the focal par ent; and (3) step child of the focal par ent.

We exam ine eight hypoth e ses, with the first three addressing dif fer ences by fam ily 
struc ture.

Hypothesis 1 (H1): A par ent is more likely to spend time and spends more time 
with chil dren in fam i lies with only joint bio log i cal chil dren than in fam i lies with 
any stepchildren.
Hypothesis 2 (H2): Among stepfamilies, a par ent is more likely to spend time and 
spends more time with chil dren if the cou ple has a joint child.
Hypothesis 3 (H3): Among stepfamilies with out a joint child, a par ent is more 
likely to spend time and spends more time with chil dren if the cou ple has bio log i
cal chil dren from only one (vs. each) part ner.

Five addi tional hypoth e ses relate to dif fer ences aris ing from the com bi na tion of 
fam ily struc ture and child rela tion ship type.

Hypothesis 4 (H4): A par ent is more likely to spend time with a joint child in a 
bio log i cal fam ily than in a step fam ily.
Hypothesis 5 (H5): In stepfamilies with joint chil dren, a par ent is more likely to spend 
time with their bio log i cal child if that child is a joint child with their cur rent part ner.
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Hypothesis 6 (H6): In stepfamilies, a par ent is more likely to spend time with a 
bio log i cal child than with a step child.
Hypothesis 7 (H7): In stepfamilies, a par ent is more likely to spend time with a 
step child if there is no joint child in the fam ily.
Hypothesis 8 (H8): In stepfamilies with no joint chil dren, a par ent is more likely 
to spend time with a step child if that par ent does not also have a bio log i cal child—
that is, if only one part ner (vs. each part ner) has a bio log i cal child.

Data and Methods

Data

We used data from the 2013 Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID), a national lon
gi tu di nal sur vey that began with a sam ple of approx i ma tely 18,000 peo ple in 5,000 
U.S. house holds in 1968 (PSID Main Interview User Manual 2019). Individuals born 
to or adopted by some one in the PSID are recruited to become mem bers of the PSID 
sam ple, and all  indi vid u als who live with them are represented in the PSID sam ple. 
The sam ple was aug mented in 1997 to include indi vid u als who immi grated to the 
United States between 1969 and 1997. Individuals were interviewed annu ally until 
1997 and sub se quently every other year. Wavetowave reinterview response rates 
are 93% to 96%. The 2013 sam ple includes 24,952 peo ple in 9,063 house holds—a 
prod uct of chil dren grow ing up and forming new house holds, the addi tion of the 
immi grant refresher sam ple, and deci sions to reduce the sam ple size in 1997. When 
weighted to adjust for sam ple selec tion and non re sponse, the data are nation ally rep
re sen ta tive of U.S. adults.

Most of the mea sures we used were col lected in the Rosters and Transfers (R&T) 
mod ule included in the 2013 PSID main inter view and the 2013 Disability and Use of 
Time Study (DUST 2013), a sup ple men tal inter view admin is tered to a sub set of PSID 
sam ple mem bers. The R&T mod ule asked ques tions about each liv ing bio log i cal and 
adopted (hence forth, “bio log i cal”) child aged 18 or older of PSID ref er ence per sons 
and, if mar ried/partnered, their spouses/part ners (Schoeni et al. 2015). Because infor
ma tion on adult bio log i cal chil dren was col lected for both the ref er ence per son and their 
spouse/part ner, the data iden tify adult stepchildren asso ci ated with cur rent spouses/ 
part ners. Key char ac ter is tics of each adult child are also reported, includ ing age, gen der, 
employ ment sta tus, mar i tal sta tus, edu ca tion, and num ber of chil dren. In the weeks fol
low ing the main inter view, sin gle and mar ried/partnered adults aged 60 or older in the 
2013 PSID and their spouses/part ners (regard less of age) par tic i pated in DUST 2013 
(Freedman and Cornman 2015). Two time diary inter views were attempted by tele
phone for each par tic i pant: once about a ran domly selected week day and once about a 
ran domly selected week end day. The dia ries were designed to be com pleted in 30–40 
min utes. Among PSID house holds eli gi ble for DUST 2013, 72% com pleted at least one 
diary. Spouses were asked about the same days (Freedman and Cornman 2015).

Our sam ple con sists of mar ried or cohabiting (hence forth, “partnered”) DUST 
2013 respon dents who com pleted at least one diary and had at least one adult 
bio log i cal child or step child iden ti fied in the R&T mod ule. We excluded the 20  
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partnered par ents who had cores i dent chil dren under age 18 (less than 2% of all   
partnered par ents) because timeuse deci sions regard ing minor chil dren are unique 
and too few respon dents had both adult and minor chil dren to sup port a sep a rate anal
y sis.2 For ana ly ses of time each par ent spent with adult chil dren col lec tively (hence
forth, “all  adult chil dren com bined”), the unit of anal y sis is the par ent diary day, 
with each par ent con trib ut ing up to two dia ries. The data include 2,282 diary days 
for 1,156 par ents representing 635 cou ples; 521 cou ples con trib uted data from both 
part ners, and 114 con trib uted data from just one part ner because the other part ner was 
not interviewed in DUST 2013. Of the 2,282 diary days, 2,196 were from mar ried 
par ents. The remaining dia ries (n = 86) were from cohabiting par ents, defined in the 
PSID as liv ing together for at least a year. Altogether, 782 par ent diary days (34.3% 
unweighted) involved time spent with adult chil dren.

For ana ly ses of the time each par ent spent with each adult child, the unit of anal y
sis is the par ent–child diaryday dyad. The data include 7,377 par ent–child diaryday 
dyads, and 1,046 par ent–child diaryday dyads (14.2% unweighted) involved some 
time together dur ing the diary day. When two or more chil dren were pres ent for an 
activ ity, the time in that activ ity was assigned to each dyad.

Measures of Family Structure and Child Type

Four fam ily types and three par ent–child rela tion ship types are defined in Table 1. 
The four fam ily types are defined by the mar ried or cohabiting cou ple’s rela tion ships 
to their adult chil dren. In a bio log i cal fam ily, the cou ple shares bio log i cal par ent
hood for all  chil dren; only joint chil dren are in the fam ily (F1). We con trast these 
bio log i cal fam i lies with two broad types of stepfamilies: those with one or more joint 
chil dren and those with no joint chil dren. In a step fam ily with joint and stepchildren, 
the cou ple shares bio log i cal par ent hood for only some chil dren (F2). In stepfamilies 
with out joint chil dren, we dis tin guish those with bio log i cal chil dren from each part
ner (F3) from those with bio log i cal chil dren from only one part ner (F4). Each adult 
child within a par ent–child dyad is clas si fied based on the child’s rela tion ship to each 
mem ber of the cou ple. A joint child is the bio log i cal child of both part ners (C1).  
A bio log i cal child of the focal par ent only is the step child of only the part ner (C2). A 
step child of the focal par ent only is the bio log i cal child of only the part ner. The com
bi na tion of fam ily struc ture (F) and adult child rela tion ship type (C) leads to eight 
categories (F–C) exam ined in dyad ana ly ses.

Measures of Time With Children

The time diary inter view asked about all  activ i ties occur ring on the pre vi ous day, 
begin ning at 4 a.m. and con tinu ing until 4 a.m. on the day of the inter view. The activ
ity ques tions in the time diary were mod eled after the Amer i can Time Use Study 
(Bureau of Labor Statistics 2020). However, new items were devel oped for DUST 

2 Noncoresident minor chil dren, who we did not explic itly exclude, are likely even less com mon.

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/dem
ography/article-pdf/59/5/1821/1646276/1821freedm

an.pdf by guest on 18 April 2024



1828 R. F. Schoeni et al.

2013 to dis tin guish time actively engaged in an activ ity with other indi vid u als (“Who 
did that with you?”) from pas sive time spent together (“Who else was [at loca tion] 
with you?”). For time together, each per son was iden ti fied, includ ing spe cific adult 
chil dren. If more than one adult child was engaged in or pres ent for an activ ity, the 
time in that activ ity was counted only once in the ana ly ses of diary days but counted 
for each iden ti fied child in the par ent–child dyad ana ly ses. Time together includes 
time together that is not facetoface or in per son (e.g., on the phone), but that type of 
shared time rep re sents just 2.8% of the time par ents spent with adult chil dren.

For ana ly ses of diary days, we exam ined a dichot o mous out come indi cat ing 
whether the par ent obser va tion had any min utes with adult chil dren. We also exam
ined total min utes for all  par ent obser va tions with any min utes with adult chil dren. 
For par ent–child dyad ana ly ses, we exam ined the dichot o mous out come of any min
utes (vs. none). Small sam ple sizes prevented us from exam in ing total min utes among 
dyads with any min utes.

Control Variables

We cre ated con trol var i ables reflecting par entrelated demo graphic fac tors: par ent’s 
age (in con tin u ous years), gen der, race (Black or other vs. White), com pleted years 
of edu ca tion (13–15 or 16+ years vs. ≤12 years), whether the par ent cur rently works 
for pay, whether the par ent is in poor or fair health (vs. good or bet ter), num ber of 
adult chil dren (includ ing joint chil dren, bio log i cal chil dren of the focal par ent only, 
and stepchildren), and whether any of those adult chil dren are daugh ters. Control 
var i ables reflecting par ent char ac ter is tics had very low lev els of miss ing infor ma
tion (<1%), so we assigned modal char ac ter is tics (for edu ca tion by age and sex). 
We included indi ca tors of whether the diary day was a week day (vs. week end day) 
and whether the diary day was a typ i cal day. In sen si tiv ity ana ly ses, we con sid ered 
indicators of coresidence with any adult child and hav ing a non res i dent child liv ing 

Table 1 Categories of fam ily struc ture and adult child type

Label Definition

Family Structure (F) F1.  Biological fam ily, joint  
chil dren only

Couple shares bio log i cal par ent hood for  
all  chil dren

F2.  Stepfamily, joint chil dren and 
stepchildren

Couple shares bio log i cal par ent hood for 
only some chil dren

F3.  Stepfamily, no joint chil dren, 
bio log i cal chil dren from each 
part ner

Couple does not share bio log i cal par ent hood 
for any chil dren (no joint), but each  
part ner has bio log i cal chil dren

F4.  Stepfamily, no joint chil dren, 
bio log i cal chil dren from one 
part ner

Couple does not share bio log i cal par ent hood 
for any chil dren (no joint), and only one 
part ner has bio log i cal chil dren

Adult Child Type (C) C1. Joint child Biological child of both part ners
C2.  Biological child of focal 

par ent only
Biological child of focal par ent and  

step child of focal par ent’s part ner
C3. Stepchild of focal par ent Stepchild of focal par ent and bio log i cal 

child of focal par ent’s part ner
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1829Strength of Ties in Biological Families and Stepfamilies

within 30 miles. We also con sid ered the child’s age when the cur rent step rela tion ship 
began; how ever, because this infor ma tion is not avail  able for all  obser va tions, we did 
not include it in the mod els.

For dyadic ana ly ses, we cre ated addi tional childspe cific con trol var i ables: the 
child’s gen der, age (in con tin u ous years), com pleted edu ca tion, and work sta tus; 
whether the adult child is mar ried or cohabiting; and whether the adult child has any 
chil dren. Levels of miss ing data for child char ac ter is tics were gen er ally low (approx
i ma tely 1% to 3%), but sam ple sizes were large enough to allow cod ing into sep a rate 
miss ing categories in mod els. In sen si tiv ity ana ly ses, we also included indi ca tors for 
whether the adult child lives with the focal par ent and whether the child lives near 
(within 30 miles) but not with the focal par ent.

Analytic Approach

We conducted two sets of ana ly ses. First, we exam ined fam ily struc ture dif fer ences in 
time a par ent spent with any adult child, summed across all  adult chil dren com bined. 
For these ana ly ses, we exam ined both any time and amount of time. Then we con
ducted dyadic ana ly ses of par ent–adult child pairs focus ing on fam ily struc ture–child 
type dif fer ences in whether a par ent spent any time with the child in that dyad. All 
ana ly ses were weighted (using the diarylevel weights) and accounted for clus ter ing 
of mul ti ple dia ries within fam i lies.

Family Structure and Time With All Adult Children Combined

We cal cu lated descrip tive sta tis tics for fam ily struc ture and for esti ma tes of time a 
par ent spent with all  chil dren by fam ily struc ture. We report the per cent age of diary 
days in which par ents spent any time with any adult child and the aver age num ber of 
min utes across all  chil dren com bined (con di tional on pos i tive min utes). The online 
appen dix reports addi tional descrip tive sta tis tics for con trol var i ables, over all and by 
fam ily struc ture.

Next, we esti mated logis tic regres sion mod els predicting whether the par ent spent 
any time with adult chil dren on the diary day and ordi nary leastsquares (OLS) mod
els of the num ber of min utes spent with all  adult chil dren com bined among obser va
tions with pos i tive min utes. We pres ent odds ratios (ORs) and coef fi cients for fam ily 
struc ture indi ca tors (with bio log i cal fam ily as the ref er ence group) from full mod els 
and stan dard errors for the coef fi cients. The online appen dix pro vi des unad justed 
mod els, full mod els with covariates, and an expanded model that includes an indi ca
tor of coresidence with any adult child and hav ing a non res i dent child liv ing within 
30 miles. The deci sion to live together or nearby may reflect close fam ily ties and the 
desire to spend time together. Because con trol ling for coresidence or dis tance would 
elim i nate a source of shared time that may dif fer by fam ily type, our pre ferred spec i
fi ca tion excludes these indi ca tors. However, they are included in an expanded model 
in the online appen dix to aid with inter pre ta tion, par tic u larly regard ing whether dif
fer ences in dis tance account for dif fer ences in observed pat terns of time together by 
fam ily struc ture–adult child type.
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Following Pezzin et al. (2008), we used the full model to cal cu late the predicted 
prob a bil ity of spend ing time with any chil dren and predicted min utes spent with all  
adult chil dren com bined (con di tional on spend ing some time together) for alter na
tive fam ily struc tures. In these cal cu la tions, we set the fam ily struc ture var i ables to 
val ues asso ci ated with each type while hold ing all  other var i ables at their orig i nal 
val ues for the obser va tion. We cal cu lated pre dic tions for each obser va tion and aver
aged them across the sam ple. Differences in the pre dic tions across fam ily struc tures 
are the mar ginal effects of fam ily struc ture. Baseline esti ma tes hold var i ables at their 
orig i nal val ues, includ ing fam ily struc ture. To eval u ate each of the three hypoth e ses 
about fam ily struc ture, sum ma rized in the top half of Table 2, we tested dif fer ences 
in predicted val ues using t tests.

Family Structure by Child Type and Time With Each Adult Child

For time with each adult child, we first cal cu lated the dis tri bu tion of the dyadic 
sam ple across the com bined fam ily struc ture–adult child type categories. We then 
esti mated the per cent age that spent any time together. As noted ear lier, we did not 

Table 2 Hypotheses and asso ci ated con trasts tested

Categoriesa Contrasted

Family Structure Hypotheses: Time With All Adult Children Combined
 H1a–H1c. A par ent is more likely to spend time and spends more time with 

chil dren in fam i lies with only joint bio log i cal chil dren than in fam i lies 
with any stepchildren.

F1 > F2
F1 > F3
F1 > F4

 H2a–H2b. Among stepfamilies, a par ent is more likely to spend time and 
spends more time with chil dren if the cou ple has a joint child.

F2 > F3
F2 > F4

 H3. Among stepfamilies with out a joint child, a par ent is more likely to 
spend time and spends more time with chil dren if the cou ple has bio log i
cal chil dren from only one (vs. each) part ner. F4 > F3

Family Structure–Adult Child Type Hypotheses: Time With Each Adult Child
 H4. A par ent is more likely to spend time with a joint child in a bio log i cal 

fam ily than in a step fam ily. F1–C1 > F2–C1
 H5. In stepfamilies with joint chil dren, a par ent is more likely to spend time 

with their bio log i cal child if that child is a joint child with their cur rent 
part ner. F2–C1 > F2–C2

 H6a–H6c. In stepfamilies, a par ent is more likely to spend time with a  
bio log i cal child than with a step child.

F2–C2 > F2–C3
F3–C2 > F3–C3
F4–C2 > F4–C3

 H7a–H7b. In stepfamilies, a par ent is more likely to spend time with a  
step child if there is no joint child in the fam ily.

F3–C3 > F2–C3
F4–C3 > F2–C3

 H8. In stepfamilies with no joint chil dren, a par ent is more likely to spend 
time with a step child if that par ent does not also have a bio log i cal child—
that is, if only one part ner (vs. each part ner) has a bio log i cal child. F4–C3 > F3–C3

a Categories are defined in Table 1. See Table A5 (online appen dix) for a sum mary of the find ings.
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exam ine  aver age min utes because of small cell sizes for most of the step fam ily 
 com bi na tions. We also cal cu lated descrip tive char ac ter is tics of explan a tory fac tors 
for the full dyadic sam ple and by each of the eight fam ily struc ture–adult child type 
categories, which are shown in the online appen dix.

We esti mated logis tic regres sion mod els predicting any time with each adult child 
on the diary day. We pres ent ORs from full mod els for fam ily struc ture by child 
type indi ca tors (with bio log i cal fam ily–joint child as the ref er ence group). The online 
appen dix shows unad justed mod els, full mod els with covariates, and an addi tional 
expanded model that includes an indi ca tor of whether the adult child was cores i
dent with or liv ing near (within 30 miles of) the focal par ent. Finally, we cal cu lated 
predicted prob a bil i ties of spend ing time with a given child on the diary day for alter
na tive fam ily struc tures–child types using the full logis tic model. We cal cu lated the 
prob a bil i ties using the same method as for fam ilylevel mod els but allowing fam ily 
struc ture and child type (not just fam ily struc ture) to vary. Hypotheses related to fam
ily struc ture and child type, sum ma rized in the bot tom half of Table 2, were eval u ated 
using t tests for dif fer ences in predicted val ues.

Results

Family Structure and Time With All Adult Children Combined

A sub stan tial share of diary days, approx i ma tely one third, are from older partnered 
par ents in stepfamilies (Table 3). Only 6.7% are from older partnered par ents with 
a joint child with their cur rent part ner in addi tion to at least one step child. Another 
17.4% are from par ents who do not have a joint child with their cur rent part ner, but 
each part ner has at least one bio log i cal child. An addi tional 10.7% are from par ents in 
which part ners do not have a joint child together and only one part ner has at least one 
bio log i cal child.3 There are also sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant dif fer ences by fam ily struc
ture in par ent’s age, race, edu ca tion, and num ber of chil dren and whether the par ent 
has a daugh ter or cores i dent child (see Table A1, online appen dix).

There are large and sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant dif fer ences by fam ily struc ture in a par
ent spend ing any time with an adult child (see Table 3, col umn 2). The share spend ing 
any time together on a given day ranges from just 16.0% for par ents with out joint 
chil dren and with bio log i cal chil dren from only one part ner to 47.2% for par ents with 
both joint and stepchildren. Among par ents with bio log i cal fam i lies, 35.4% spent 
time with an adult child—a fig ure higher than that for both step fam ily con fig u ra tions 
with no joint chil dren.

The aver age num ber of min utes among those who spent any time with adult chil
dren also varies by step fam ily struc ture, rang ing from 159 min utes (nearly 3 hours) for 
par ents with out joint chil dren and with bio log i cal chil dren from only one part ner to 
308 min utes (approx i ma tely 5 hours) for par ents with joint chil dren and  stepchildren 

3 These per cent ages mir ror the weighted fam ily struc ture dis tri bu tion for par ents in the sam ple: 66% are 
in bio log i cal fam i lies, 7% are in stepfamilies with joint chil dren and stepchildren, 17% are in stepfamilies 
with no joint chil dren in which each part ner has at least one bio log i cal child, and 10% are in stepfamilies 
with no joint chil dren in which only one part ner has at least one bio log i cal child (not shown).
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(Table 3, col umn 4). Among par ents with bio log i cal fam i lies, the aver age num ber of 
min utes spent with all  adult chil dren com bined is 248 min utes, about an hour and a 
half more than the amount for stepfamilies with out joint chil dren and with bio log i cal 
chil dren from only one part ner.

Table 4 reports results from a logis tic regres sion of whether a par ent spent any 
time with adult chil dren and from an OLS regres sion of the num ber of min utes the 
par ent spent with chil dren among those with any min utes. In the full model predicting 
any time with all  adult chil dren com bined (Table 4, col umn 1), the odds of spend ing 
time together for the two step fam ily con fig u ra tions with out joint chil dren are sig nif
i cantly lower than those for bio log i cal fam i lies (OR = 0.32, p < .01, for those with 
bio log i cal chil dren from one part ner; OR = 0.41, p < .01, for those with bio log i cal 
chil dren from each part ner). However, dif fer ences between stepfamilies with joint 
chil dren and bio log i cal fam i lies are not sig nifi  cantly dif fer ent (OR = 1.4, p > .05). In 
the full model (Table A2, col umn 2; online appen dix), sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant con trol 
var i ables include par ent’s gen der, age, and edu ca tion and whether the diary day was 
a week day (vs. week end day). Family struc ture dif fer ences are robust to the addi tion 
of coresidence and dis tance mea sures, both of which are strong pre dic tors of time 
together in an expanded model (Table A2, col umn 3).

Among those who spent any time with adult chil dren, only one step fam ily struc ture 
dif fers from bio log i cal fam i lies in the full model of min utes spent with all   chil dren: 

Table 3 Weighted per cent age of diary days on which par ent spent any min utes and weighted mean 
 num ber of min utes among those with any min utes with all  adult chil dren com bined, by fam ily struc ture

All Diary Days

Among Diary Days With 
Any Minutes for All  
Children Combined

% With 
Family 

Structure

% With 
Any 

Minutes
Unweighted 

n

Mean 
Number of 

Minutes
Unweighted 

n

Total 100.0 32.1 2,282 243 782
Family Structure
 F1. Biological fam ily, joint  

chil dren only 65.2 35.4 1,275 248 508
 F2. Stepfamily, joint chil dren 

and stepchildren 6.7 47.2 222 308 98
 F3. Stepfamily, no joint chil dren, 

bio log i cal chil dren from each 
part ner 17.4 24.0** 488 198 123

 F4. Stepfamily, no joint chil dren, 
bio log i cal chil dren from one 
part ner 10.7 16.0** 297 159a 53

Sources: The 2013 Panel Study of Income Dynamics and the 2013 Disability and Use of Time Supplement. 
The data include 2,282 diary days from mar ried and cohabiting par ents in which at least one par ent is aged 
60 or older.
a p < .05 for t test of dif fer ence in mean min utes from bio log i cal fam ily, joint chil dren only (F1).

*p < .05; **p < .01 com pared with bio log i cal fam ily, joint chil dren only based on the unad justed model in 
Table A2 (online appen dix)
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par ents in stepfamilies with out joint chil dren in which only one part ner has bio log i cal 
chil dren spend less time with their adult chil dren than par ents in bio log i cal fam i lies 
(Table 4, col umn 2). As shown in Table A2 (col umn 5), the only sig nifi  cant con trol 
var i able in the full model is whether the diary day was a week day (vs. week end day). 
Accounting for coresidence and dis tance atten u ates the coef fi cients for fam ily struc
ture but does not alter the sub stan tive con clu sions (Table A2, col umn 6).

The right side of Table 4 shows the predicted time with all  adult chil dren com bined, by 
fam ily struc ture, based on the full model. Our fam ily struc ture hypoth e sis that a par ent is 
more likely to spend time and to spend more time with chil dren in fam i lies with only joint 
bio log i cal chil dren than in fam i lies with any stepchildren (H1) is only par tially  supported. 

Table 4 Adjusted odds ratios (ORs) and ordi nary leastsquares (OLS) coef fi cients from full mod els and 
predicted time with all  adult chil dren com bined, by fam ily struc ture

Any Minutes 
Spent With 

Adult Children 
(OR)

Minutes Spent 
With Adult 

Children, Among 
Those With Any 
Minutes (OLS 

coef.)

Predicted Time

   
Probability of 
Any Minutes

Mean Number 
of Minutes (if 
min utes > 0)

Total — — .321 232
Family Structure
 F1. Biological fam ily, joint 

chil dren only Omitted Omitted .370aa,cc 248cc

 F2. Stepfamily, joint chil dren 
and stepchildren 1.40 50.94 .488bb,dd 299b,dd

(0.44) (43.17)
 F3. Stepfamily, no joint  

chil dren, bio log i cal chil dren 
from each part ner 0.41** −53.81 .200 194

(0.10) (40.14)
 F4. Stepfamily, no joint  

chil dren, bio log i cal chil dren 
from one part ner 0.32** −92.21** .162 156

(0.09) (33.86)
Unweighted n 2,282 782

Notes: The table pres ents ORs, OLS coef fi cients, and predicted time for fam ily struc ture hypoth e ses 
(shown in Table 2) based on the full mod els in Table A2 (online appen dix). The data include diary days 
from mar ried and cohabiting par ents in which at least one part ner is aged 60 or older. Standard errors are 
shown in paren the ses.

Sources: The 2013 Panel Study of Income Dynamics and the 2013 Disability and Use of Time Supplement.
aa p < .01 for H1b: dif fer ence from step fam ily, no joint chil dren, bio log i cal chil dren from each part ner (F1 > F3).
b p < .05 for H2a: dif fer ence from step fam ily, no joint chil dren, bio log i cal chil dren from each part ner (F2 > F3).
bb p < .01 for H2a: dif fer ence from step fam ily, no joint chil dren, bio log i cal chil dren from each part ner (F2 > F3).
cc p < .01 for H1c: dif fer ence from step fam ily, no joint chil dren, bio log i cal chil dren from one part ner (F1 > F4).
dd p < .01 for H2b: dif fer ence from step fam ily, no joint chil dren, bio log i cal chil dren from one part ner (F2 > F4).

*p < .05; **p < .01 for odds rel a tive to the omit ted cat e gory (i.e., bio log i cal fam ily)
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In con trast to our hypoth e sized dif fer ences, par ents are not more likely to spend time and 
do not spend more time with chil dren in bio log i cal fam i lies (probability = .370, min utes =  
248) than in stepfamilies with joint chil dren (probability = .488, min utes = 299; H1a, 
F1 > F2). However, par ents in bio log i cal fam i lies are more likely to spend time with 
chil dren than par ents in both types of stepfamilies with out joint chil dren (probability =  
.200 for bio log i cal chil dren from each part ner; probability = .162 for bio log i cal chil dren 
from one part ner; H1b, F1 > F3; H1c, F1 > F4). Parents in bio log i cal fam i lies also spend 
more time with chil dren than par ents in stepfamilies with no joint chil dren, but only 
when just one part ner has bio log i cal chil dren (248 vs. 156 min utes; H1c, F1 > F4).

The results sup port our sec ond fam ily hypoth e sis (H2): among stepfamilies, par
ents with joint chil dren are more likely to spend time with chil dren (probability = 
.488) and spend more time with them (299 min utes) among those with any time, com
pared with stepfamilies with no joint chil dren (probability = .200, min utes = 194, for 
those with bio log i cal chil dren from each part ner; probability = .162, min utes = 156, 
for those with bio log i cal chil dren from one part ner; H2a, F2 > F3; H2b, F2 > F4).

For both out comes, the results do not sup port H3 (F4 > F3). We find no sta tis ti cally 
sig nifi  cant dif fer ences in time with chil dren for par ents in fam i lies in which each has 
bio log i cal chil dren from pre vi ous unions and those in which only one par ent has bio
log i cal chil dren from a pre vi ous union, among those with out any joint chil dren.

Family Structure–Adult Child Type and Time With Each Adult Child

The weighted dis tri bu tion of par ent–adult child dyads within fam ily types shows 
that most diaryday dyads are from bio log i cal fam i lies with joint off spring, account
ing for 55.5% of the sam ple (Table 5). The remaining 44.5% are in stepfamilies, 
with 8.3% from stepfamilies with joint chil dren and 36.1% in stepfamilies with
out joint chil dren. A sub stan tial share of dyads in the lat ter group are from fam i
lies that have bio log i cal chil dren from each part ner (14.2% of the sam ple are focal 
par ent–bio log i cal child dyads, and 14.2% are focal par ent–step child dyads). Other 
types of step fam ily–adult child com bi na tions are rare, representing only 2.4% to 
4.0% of diaryday dyads.4 There are sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant dif fer ences by fam ily 
 struc ture–adult child type in par ent’s age, race, edu ca tion, and num ber of chil dren; 
adult child’s gen der, age, edu ca tion, and mar i tal/cohab i ta tion sta tus; and whether the 
adult child has a child, is cores i dent, and lives nearby (Table A3, online appen dix).

The results in Table 5 show large, sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant dif fer ences in the per
cent age of par ents spend ing time with an indi vid ual child by fam ily struc ture–adult 
child type. Shared time is most com mon for a par ent–child dyad for joint chil dren 
in fam i lies that also have a step child: 30.1% spent some time together dur ing the 
day. This share is greater than among par ent–child dyads from bio log i cal fam i lies 
(17.5%). Five of the six other fam ily struc ture–adult child type com bi na tions are less 

4 These weighted per cent ages for diaryday dyads in Table 5 are very close to the weighted dis tri bu tion 
in the sam ple of dyads (i.e., each dyad represented only once in the sam ple): 56% of dyads are in bio log i
cal fam i lies with joint off spring, 8% are in stepfamilies with joint chil dren, and the remaining 36% are in  
fam i lies with out joint chil dren. Among the lat ter, 14% are par ent–bio log i cal child dyads, and 14% are 
par ent–step child dyads. Other types of step fam ily–adult child com bi na tions rep re sent 2% to 4% of dyads.
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likely to spend time together (rang ing from 3.6% to 10.6%) than dyads from bio log
i cal fam i lies.

The adjusted fam ily struc ture–adult child type dif fer ences in whether the par ent 
and adult child spent time together are reported in Table 6. The results show large 
and sig nifi  cant dif fer ences in dyads spend ing time together by fam ily struc ture–adult 
child type in the con trasts based on the full logis tic regres sion model. Consistent with 
the unad justed dif fer ences, the adjusted dif fer ences show that H4 is rejected. Con
trary to the hypoth e sized direc tion, a bio log i cal par ent and joint child are less likely 
to spend time together if they are embed ded in a bio log i cal fam ily (prob. = .159) than 
in a step fam ily (prob. = .238): that is, F1–C1 < F2–C1 (p < .05).

The table also shows sup port for H5 and par tial sup port for H6. In stepfamilies 
with joint chil dren, a par ent is more likely to spend time with their bio log i cal child 
if that child is also their cur rent part ner’s bio log i cal child (prob. = .238) com pared 
with a bio log i cal child with a prior part ner (prob. = .059; H5, F2–C1 > F2–C2). 

Table 5 Weighted per cent age of diary days for par ent–adult child dyads on which par ent spent any  
min utes with each adult child, over all and by fam ily struc ture and child type

Parent–Adult Child Dyads

Dyad 
Type Family Structure Adult Child Type

% With 
Family 

Structure 
and Adult 

Child Type

% With 
Any 

Minutes

Number 
of  

Dyads

— Total Total 100.0 13.5 7,377
F1–C1 Biological, joint chil dren only Joint 55.5 17.5 3,285
F2–C1 Stepfamily, joint chil dren and 

stepchildren Joint 3.5 30.1** 372
F2–C2 Stepfamily, joint chil dren and 

stepchildren
Biological child of focal 

par ent 2.4 4.9** 261
F2–C3 Stepfamily, joint chil dren and 

stepchildren Stepchild of focal par ent 2.4 6.1 291
F3–C2 Stepfamily, no joint chil dren, 

bio log i cal chil dren from 
each part ner

Biological child of focal 
par ent 14.2 8.6** 1,223

F3–C3 Stepfamily, no joint chil dren, 
bio log i cal chil dren from 
each part ner Stepchild of focal par ent 14.2 3.6** 1,222

F4–C2 Stepfamily, no joint chil dren, 
bio log i cal chil dren from 
one part ner

Biological child of focal 
par ent 4.0 10.6* 382

F4–C3 Stepfamily, no joint chil dren, 
bio log i cal chil dren from 
one part ner Stepchild of focal par ent 3.7 7.2** 341

Notes: Percentages may not equal 100 because of rounding. The data include diary days from mar ried and 
cohabiting par ent–adult child dyads in which at least one part ner is aged 60 or older.

Sources: The 2013 Panel Study of Income Dynamics and the 2013 Disability and Use of Time Supplement.

*p < .05; **p < .01 com pared with bio log i cal fam ily–joint child (F1–C1) based on the unad justed model in 
Table A4 (online appen dix)

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/dem
ography/article-pdf/59/5/1821/1646276/1821freedm

an.pdf by guest on 18 April 2024



1836 R. F. Schoeni et al.

Ta
bl

e 
6 

A
dj

us
te

d 
od

ds
 ra

tio
s (

O
R

s)
 fr

om
 fu

ll 
m

od
 el

s a
nd

 p
re

di
ct

ed
 p

ro
b a

 bi
l it

y 
of

 sp
en

d i
ng

 a
ny

 m
in

 ut
es

 w
ith

 e
ac

h 
ad

ul
t c

hi
ld

, b
y 

fa
m

 ily
 st

ru
c t

ur
e 

an
d 

ch
ild

 ty
pe

D
ya

d 
Ty

pe
Fa

m
ily

 S
tru

ct
ur

e
A

du
lt 

C
hi

ld
 T

yp
e

A
ny

 M
in

ut
es

  
Sp

en
t W

ith
 A

du
lt 

C
hi

ld
 (O

R
)

Pr
ed

ic
te

d 
Pr

ob
ab

ili
ty

 o
f 

A
ny

 M
in

ut
es

—
To

ta
l

To
ta

l
—

.1
35

F1
–C

1
B

io
lo

gi
ca

l, 
jo

in
t c

hi
l d

re
n 

on
ly

Jo
in

t
O

m
itt

ed
.1

59
a

F2
–C

1
St

ep
fa

m
ily

, j
oi

nt
 c

hi
l d

re
n 

an
d 

st
ep

ch
ild

re
n

Jo
in

t
1.

75
*

(0
.4

9)
.2

38
b

F2
–C

2
St

ep
fa

m
ily

, j
oi

nt
 c

hi
l d

re
n 

an
d 

st
ep

ch
ild

re
n

B
io

lo
gi

ca
l c

hi
ld

 o
f f

oc
al

 p
ar

 en
t

0.
31

*
(0

.1
4)

.0
59

F2
–C

3
St

ep
fa

m
ily

, j
oi

nt
 c

hi
l d

re
n 

an
d 

st
ep

ch
ild

re
n

St
ep

ch
ild

 o
f f

oc
al

 p
ar

 en
t

0.
37

(0
.2

3)
.0

70
F3

–C
2

St
ep

fa
m

ily
, n

o 
jo

in
t c

hi
l d

re
n,

 b
io

 lo
g i

 ca
l c

hi
l d

re
n 

fr
om

 e
ac

h 
pa

rt n
er

B
io

lo
gi

ca
l c

hi
ld

 o
f f

oc
al

 p
ar

 en
t

0.
71

(0
.1

4)
.1

22
cc

F3
–C

3
St

ep
fa

m
ily

, n
o 

jo
in

t c
hi

l d
re

n,
 b

io
 lo

g i
 ca

l c
hi

l d
re

n 
fr

om
 e

ac
h 

pa
rt n

er
St

ep
ch

ild
 o

f f
oc

al
 p

ar
 en

t
0.

26
**

(0
.0

6)
.0

52
F4

–C
2

St
ep

fa
m

ily
, n

o 
jo

in
t c

hi
l d

re
n,

 b
io

 lo
g i

 ca
l c

hi
l d

re
n 

fr
om

 o
ne

 p
ar

t n
er

B
io

lo
gi

ca
l c

hi
ld

 o
f f

oc
al

 p
ar

 en
t

0.
47

**
(0

.1
2)

.0
87

F4
–C

3
St

ep
fa

m
ily

, n
o 

jo
in

t c
hi

l d
re

n,
 b

io
 lo

g i
 ca

l c
hi

l d
re

n 
fr

om
 o

ne
 p

ar
t n

er
St

ep
ch

ild
 o

f f
oc

al
 p

ar
 en

t
0.

30
**

(0
.1

1)
.0

58

N
ot

es
: T

he
 ta

bl
e p

re
s e

nt
s O

R
s a

nd
 p

re
 di

c t
io

ns
 o

f a
ny

 m
in

 ut
es

 fo
r t

he
 fa

m
 ily

 st
ru

c t
ur

e–
ad

ul
t c

hi
ld

 ty
pe

 h
yp

ot
h e

 se
s (

sh
ow

n 
in

 T
ab

le
 2

) b
as

ed
 o

n 
th

e f
ul

l m
od

el
 in

 T
ab

le
 A

4 
(o

nl
in

e 
ap

pe
n d

ix
). 

Th
e 

da
ta

 in
cl

ud
e 

di
ar

y 
da

ys
 fr

om
 m

ar
 rie

d 
an

d 
co

ha
bi

tin
g 

pa
r e

nt
–a

du
lt 

ch
ild

 d
ya

ds
 in

 w
hi

ch
 a

t l
ea

st
 o

ne
 p

ar
t n

er
 is

 a
ge

d 
60

 o
r o

ld
er

. S
ta

nd
ar

d 
er

ro
rs

 a
re

 s
ho

w
n 

in
 

pa
re

n t
he

 se
s.

So
ur

ce
s:

 T
he

 2
01

3 
Pa

ne
l S

tu
dy

 o
f I

nc
om

e 
D

yn
am

ic
s a

nd
 th

e 
20

13
 D

is
ab

ili
ty

 a
nd

 U
se

 o
f T

im
e 

Su
pp

le
m

en
t.

a  H
4:

 d
if f

er
 en

ce
 fr

om
 st

ep
 fa

m
 ily

, j
oi

nt
 c

hi
l d

re
n 

an
d 

st
ep

ch
ild

re
n/

jo
in

t c
hi

ld
 n

ot
 si

g n
ifi 

 ca
nt

 in
 h

yp
ot

h e
 si

ze
d 

di
re

c t
io

n 
(F

1–
C

1 
> 

F2
–C

1)
; h

ow
 ev

er
, p

 <
 .0

5 
fo

r F
1–

C
1 

< 
F2

–C
1.

b  p
 <

 .0
5 

fo
r H

5:
 d

if f
er

 en
ce

 fr
om

 st
ep

 fa
m

 ily
, j

oi
nt

 c
hi

l d
re

n 
an

d 
st

ep
ch

ild
re

n/
bi

o l
og

 i c
al

 c
hi

ld
 o

f f
oc

al
 p

ar
 en

t (
F2

–C
1 

> 
F2

–C
2)

.
cc

 p
 <

 .0
1 

fo
r H

6b
: d

if f
er

 en
ce

 fr
om

 st
ep

 fa
m

 ily
, n

o 
jo

in
t c

hi
l d

re
n,

 b
io

 lo
g i

 ca
l c

hi
l d

re
n 

fr
om

 e
ac

h 
pa

rt n
er

/s
te

p c
hi

ld
 o

f f
oc

al
 p

ar
 en

t (
F3

–C
2 

> 
F3

–C
3)

.

*p
 <

 .0
5;

 *
*p

 <
 .0

1 
co

m
 pa

re
d 

w
ith

 b
io

 lo
g i

 ca
l f

am
 ily

–j
oi

nt
 c

hi
ld

 (F
1–

C
1)

 b
as

ed
 o

n 
th

e 
fu

ll 
m

od
el

 in
 T

ab
le

 A
4 

(o
nl

in
e 

ap
pe

n d
ix

)

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/dem
ography/article-pdf/59/5/1821/1646276/1821freedm

an.pdf by guest on 18 April 2024



1837Strength of Ties in Biological Families and Stepfamilies

Moreover, in stepfamilies with no joint child, a par ent is more likely to spend time 
with a bio log i cal child than with a step child, but only if there are bio log i cal chil dren 
from each part ner (H6b, F3–C2 > F3–C3). The hypoth e sized step child–bio log i cal 
child  dif fer ences do not reach the .05 sig nifi  cance level for other types of stepfamilies 
(H6a, F2–C2 > F2–C3; H6c, F4–C2 > F4–C3).

The par ent–child dyad ana ly ses do not sup port the hypoth e sis that par ents in 
stepfamilies are more likely to spend time with a step child when there are no joint 
chil dren in the fam ily (H7a, F3–C3 > F2–C3; H7b, F4–C3 > F2–C3). Similarly, the 
results do not sup port our hypoth e sis that par ents in stepfamilies with out joint chil
dren are more likely to spend time with a step child if the step par ent does not also 
have a bio log i cal child (H8, F3–C3 > F4–C3).

Control var i ables that are sig nifi  cant in the full model include par ent’s gen der, 
edu ca tion, and num ber of adult chil dren; adult child’s gen der and age; whether the 
adult child was work ing for pay, was mar ried/cohabiting, and was miss ing infor ma
tion about hav ing chil dren; and whether the diary day was a week day (Table A4, 
col umn 2). Controlling for dyad dif fer ences in coresidence and dis tance reduces the 
dif fer ences between bio log i cal par ent–child dyads in bio log i cal fam i lies and other 
fam ily struc ture–child types, as expected (Table A4, col umn 3). In this sup ple men tal 
model, dif fer ences between dyads from bio log i cal fam i lies and stepfamilies in any 
time spent with a joint child (F1–C1 vs. F2–C1) are no lon ger sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant. 
In addi tion, par ent–joint bio log i cal child dyads in bio log i cal fam i lies (F1–C1) are 
more likely to spend time together than par ent–step child dyads in stepfamilies only 
when those stepfamilies do not have joint chil dren (F3–C3 and F4–C3).

Discussion

Our find ings chal lenge the view that par ent–adult child ties are stron ger in bio log i
cal fam i lies than in all  types of stepfamilies or in all  dyadic bio log i cal rela tion ships 
than in step rela tion ships. As mea sured by the time par ents and adult chil dren choose 
to spend together, fam ily ties are stron ger in bio log i cal fam i lies than in stepfamilies 
only when the part ners in the step fam ily do not share bio log i cal par ent hood for at 
least one child—that is, only when there are no joint chil dren. Furthermore, a par ent’s 
tie with an adult child who is a bio log i cal child of both part ners is stron ger in step
families than in bio log i cal fam i lies, in which all  dyadic rela tion ships are bio log i cal. 
Our sup ple men tal ana ly ses sug gest that this fam ily struc ture dif fer ence in dyadic ties 
is linked to a higher per cent age of bio log i cal off spring who live with their par ents 
in stepfamilies with at least one joint child (24%) than in bio log i cal fam i lies (10%). 
Parents’ and chil dren’s deci sions to live together or near one another may be partly 
the result of closer rela tion ships and the desire to spend time together.

In addi tion, ties in stepfamilies are not uni formly stron ger with bio log i cal chil
dren rel a tive to stepchildren. The like li hood of spend ing time together does not  
dif fer for a step child and bio log i cal child if there are joint chil dren in the fam ily or 
if only one par ent has bio log i cal chil dren. Instead, the predicted prob a bil i ties show 
that dif fer ences emerge only in com plex stepfamilies in which each part ner has bio
log i cal chil dren from pre vi ous unions. That stepfamilies with joint chil dren seem to 
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have stron ger ties between par ents and adult chil dren raises the impor tant ques tion of 
whether bring ing a joint child into the fam ily binds fam ily mem bers together by cre
at ing a shared focus or whether the deci sion to have a child together reflects preexist
ing, unmea sured dif fer ences in fam ily com mit ment between cou ples who even tu ally 
have a child together and those who do not. Evidence against this selec tion inter pre
ta tion comes from Guzzo’s (2017) research on youn ger stepfamilies, which sug gests 
that remarried cou ples do not have a child together to cement their part ner ship. How
ever, some evi dence sug gests that hav ing a half sib ling may enhance con tact between 
stepchildren and step par ents after child hood (Ganong and Coleman 2017).

Regardless of the under ly ing expla na tion for the appar ently stron ger par ent–child 
bonds in stepfamilies with joint chil dren, our con clu sions about step fam ily var i a tion 
are tem pered by the fact that the types of stepfamilies and dyads with the stron gest 
ties are not the most com mon. Just 7% of older par ents have stepfamilies that include 
a joint bio log i cal child—the fam ily type with the stron gest ties—whereas more 
than 25% have other types of stepfamilies with weaker ties. Similarly, the dyads in 
 stepfamilies that have by far the stron gest ties—chil dren who are bio log i cal  off spring 
of both part ners—are uncom mon (representing less than 4% of all  dyads). It will be 
impor tant to mon i tor the dis tri bu tion of types of stepfamilies for sub se quent cohorts 
of older adults. Also unclear is whether the types of stepfamilies with stron ger ties 
will become more or less com mon over time. Projections of fam ily struc ture are 
needed that build upon those by Wachter (1997) and Verdery and Margolis (2017) 
and incor po rate the fam ily struc tures and child types found here to dif fer sig nifi  cantly 
in rela tion ship strength.

This study has lim i ta tions. We exam ined only two ran domly selected diary days. 
Although these data are nation ally rep re sen ta tive, using the two diary days lim its our 
con clu sions about con tact over a lon ger time frame. Moreover, time together does not 
nec es sar ily reflect the qual ity of time together, which is an impor tant indi ca tor of sol
i dar ity across gen er a tions. In addi tion, although the PSID con tains exten sive fam ily 
his to ries, the sur vey design lim ited our abil ity to account for the role of mar i tal his
tory or other par ents of the adult child in con junc tion with fam ily struc ture and child 
type. For instance, con sider a daugh ter who is the bio log i cal daugh ter of the hus band 
and step daugh ter of the wife. The amount of time the daugh ter spends with her bio
log i cal father may depend on whether her bio log i cal mother is still alive, whether her 
bio log i cal par ents ever lived together, and how the par ents’ rela tion ship ended (e.g., 
sep a ra tion vs. wid ow hood).

We also could not exam ine unpartnered adults with these data because step
children from past rela tion ships were not iden ti fied. Studies of unpartnered adults 
are espe cially impor tant for under stand ing the impli ca tions of fam ily struc ture–adult 
child type for care pro vided to aging par ents because these par ents do not have part
ners to meet their care needs (Wolff et al. 2018). Furthermore, we did not assess 
the impact of the amount of time the par ent–child dyad spent liv ing together dur ing 
the child’s for ma tive child hood years or the dura tion of the step rela tion ships. Prior 
research sug gests that both past coresidence and dura tion may reduce the step fam ily 
dis ad van tage (Fomby and KravitzWirtz 2019; Kalmijn et al. 2019). However, in our 
sup ple men tal ana ly ses of a sub sam ple with more com plete fam ily his tory data (not 
shown), we found that con trol ling for the child’s age when the par ent mar ried the cur
rent part ner had lit tle impact on the esti mated dif fer ences in time spent together by 
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fam ily struc ture–adult child type. Finally, although we con trolled for the par ent’s and 
child’s gen der in this study, gen der inter ac tions have not yet been fully con sid ered. 
Future research should also con sider pas sive ver sus active time together, whether 
both mem bers of the cou ple or other chil dren were pres ent when the par ent and child 
spent time together, the rea son for time together (social vs. instru men tal), and other 
indi ca tors of tie strength.

The extent to which our find ings will apply to future cohorts of older adults and 
their adult chil dren is also unclear. The gen er a tions stud ied here, which include the 
lead ing edge of the baby boom gen er a tion (born in 1946–1952) and ear lier cohorts 
(born before 1946), may dif fer from future cohorts in their fam ily struc ture and norms 
about fam ily rela tion ships (Fingerman et al. 2012; Ryan et al. 2012). One study from 
the Netherlands sug gests that older par ents have become more likely to include a 
step child in their social net work (Suanet et al. 2013), suggesting that step fam ily 
bound aries may be chang ing. To our knowl edge, the type of data ana lyzed in our 
study is not avail  able on a national scale for youn ger cohorts. Future research should 
pair detailed fam ily infor ma tion with the col lec tion of time diary data from more 
recent cohorts to deter mine whether our find ings hold across a broader set of cohorts.

Despite these lim i ta tions, our study has impli ca tions for under stand ing inter gen
er a tional exchanges with an older adult. Strong inter gen er a tional ties within  fam i lies 
are revealed in adult hood through, for exam ple, care pro vided to aging par ents, 
childcare given by grand par ents, reg u lar or epi sodic finan cial assis tance, socioemo
tional sup port, and shared hous ing. Building on the work of Pezzin et al. (2008), who 
stud ied trans fers to older par ents with disabilities, as well as our find ings on shared 
time, future research should exam ine whether dif fer ences in fam ily sup port by fam
ily struc ture–child type mir ror the dif fer ences in the amount of time spent together 
uncov ered here. ■
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