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Background

• During past decennia a lot of change with respect to 
marriage and the family.

• Does this change also apply to the relationship
between parents and adult children?



Research questions

To what extent has contact between adult children 
and their parents changed between 1986 and 
2001?

To what extent can this change be explained by a 
change of the composition of the population?



Hypotheses

• Less contact because of decline church attendance

• Less FTF contact because of higher level of education

• More telephone contact because of higher level of 
education

• More contact because of smaller families

• Less contact because of higher labor market 
participation of women

• More contact because of decline marriage/cohabitation



Data

• ISSP, module ‘Social Networks and Support 
Systems’

• 1986 and 2001
• United States, Great-Britain, Italy, West-

Germany, Austria
• Adult children questioned about contact with 

parents
• Questions about FTF contact and 

telephone/other contact for father and mother 
separately



Models

Dependent variables:
- Face-to-face contact with mother
- Telephone/other contact with mother
Also for father

Three models:
- bivariate model with all adult children
- bivariate model without children living at parents’
- multivariate model without children living with 

parents’



Change in contact with mother 1986-
2001

+22%+11%Multivariate excl. at parents’

+30%+2%Bivariate excl. at parents’

-15%Bivariate all adult children
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Decomposition

Is change the result of:
- Different composition of population (e.g. more higher

educated) 
- Behavioral change (e.g. within each educational

category)?

Face-to-face:
- Changed composition has a negative effect 

(education)
- Behavioral change has a positive effect

Telephone:
- Changed composition has a positive effect (education, 

# siblings)
- Behavioral change has a positive effect



Conclusion

• Stabilisation FTF contact mothers
• Increase telephone contact mothers
• For fathers less increase/more decrease (effect 

of divorce?)
• Besides behavioral change, especially the 

change in level of education and the number of 
siblings is important for the change in contact


