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Abstract
Previous research has found that financial transfers from parents to young adult children decline as
children age and that age is one of the strongest predictors of support. Using data collected from
young adults (ages 18 to 34) and their parents (ages 40 to 60; N=536 parent-child dyads), we
explore the possibility that the relationship between age and financial support is mediated by
offspring needs, acquisition of adult roles, or geographical and emotional closeness. We find that
age-related declines in offspring’s needs help to explain why financial support falls with age.
However, offspring age remains a robust predictor of financial support after controlling for a wide
range of factors, suggesting that age norms condition support from parents to offspring.

Keywords
Intergenerational transfers; Transition to adulthood; Social support; Aging

American parents are important sources of financial support for their young adult children.
The American government provides relatively little support compared with its European
counterparts, and it is difficult for young adults who have not transitioned to full-time work
to support themselves (Cook & Furstenberg, 2002). Therefore, the burden falls on parents,
who spend an average of $38,340 on each of their children as they age from 18 to 34
(Schoeni & Ross, 2005). These financial contributions are increasingly influential: the
amount of support parents give children during this period has grown over time (Ibid). The
increase in parent-to-child support coincides with delays in the transitions that traditionally
signaled adult status and independence, including marriage and completing school (Fussell
& Furstenberg, 2005). Although offspring do provide some support to their parents, support
generally flows downward – from parents to children – until parents are elderly (Albertini,
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Kohli, & Vogel, 2007; Hill, 1970). The monetary value of parent-to-child transfers is
substantial; however, the factors shaping these transfers are not fully understood. In this
paper, we explore one of the most important predictors of support – the age of offspring – in
order to better understand parents’ motivations for giving.

Age is one of the central factors determining whether offspring receive financial support
from parents, with support declining as offspring grow older (Cooney & Uhlenberg, 1992;
Eggebeen, 1992; Eggebeen & Hogan, 1990; Fingerman, Miller, Birditt, & Zarit, 2009; Rossi
& Rossi, 1990). Using the National Survey of Families and Households, Cooney &
Uhlenberg (1992) found that receipt of support falls between the early twenties and the late
thirties, and that this general pattern holds for various types of support, such as gifts and
advice. They also found that controlling for several status characteristics (including
schooling, work, and marriage) did little to change the age coefficient. In this paper, we take
their analysis further by exploring how the effect of age on financial support is mediated by
a wide range of variables.

Researchers have long been interested in identifying the factors that shape transfer
relationships. Two reasons for this include a) that within-family transfers can act as an
important safety net for those in need, and b) that intergenerational transfers can contribute
to the reproduction of inequality across generations (Swartz, 2009). Prior research has found
a number of factors that condition transfers. The age of the recipient is one of these factors,
but it is not clear whether age has a direct effect on transfers (due to age norms, for
example), or whether age simply acts as a proxy for factors such as offspring needs,
acquisition of adult social roles and maturity, and geographical and emotional closeness.

The literature on intergenerational transfers generally identifies three motivations for
parental investment in offspring: altruism, evolution, and exchange (Antonucci & Akiyama,
1987; Becker, 1981). Parents support children because they derive satisfaction from seeing
their children happy and successful (altruism), because they want to maximize their
children’s reproductive success (evolution), or because they want their children to
reciprocate, especially when parents are elderly (exchange) (Ibid). These theories would not
predict that increasing age would have a strong effect on support, unless age were acting as a
proxy for other characteristics.

We use data from the Family Exchanges Study, in which middle-aged adults in the
metropolitan area of Philadelphia were surveyed about exchange behavior, along with their
offspring. Previous research that has examined the determinants of intergenerational
exchange has mostly relied on the National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH) and
the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID). These data sources have the drawback of only
including transfers between parents and children who live in separate households. This is an
important limitation since a large and increasing proportion of young adults live with one or
both parents (Schoeni & Ross, 2005). Our research builds on previous literature by
examining financial support between parents and children, whether they live together or not.
Moreover, our study uses more complete measures of financial transfers compared with
previous research. We examine two dimensions of financial support – frequency and
monetary value – and utilize reports of transfers from both the giver (the parent) and the
recipient (the offspring). We focus on financial support because unlike other types of
support it does not depend on physical proximity or having a particular need. This analysis
contributes to our understanding of what motivates family members to transfer financial
resources to one another, and uses a data source that allows for a well-rounded picture of
exchange relationships.
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND HYPOTHESES
There are several possible explanations for why parent-to-offspring financial transfers
decrease as offspring age. We developed a framework for organizing these explanations (see
Figure 1), which include a) declining offspring needs, b) increasing adult identity, c)
declining proximity and affinity, and d) a possible direct effect of age on transfers.

Offspring needs
Parents may give to offspring because of altruism – that is, because they derive satisfaction
from seeing their children happy and successful (Becker 1981). If intergenerational support
is governed by altruism, support may decline with age simply because older offspring have
fewer needs and may request less support. Factors that are associated with higher need on
the part of offspring include student status, unemployment, parenthood, poor health, and low
income. Previous research supports the idea that students receive more gifts and other types
of support than non-students (Aquilino, 2006; Cooney & Uhlenberg, 1992). Health problems
may also elicit increased support from parents and may decline as offspring leave their
teenage years (Fingerman et al., 2009; Suitor, Pillemer, & Sechrist, 2006). Results are mixed
on the question of whether having children of one’s own is associated with higher or lower
levels of parental support (Belsky & Rovine, 1984; Cooney & Uhlenberg, 1992; Nomaguchi
& Milkie, 2003).

Adult identity
Alternatively, parents and offspring might make decisions about whether to engage in
transfers based on whether offspring have adopted adult social roles. Status transitions,
particularly entering marriage and other serious partnerships, are traditional markers of
adulthood and exchange patterns might respond to norms around these social roles. The
likelihood that offspring have partnered increases with age, so a negative association
between age and support may be explained by these role transitions. Shanahan, Porfeli,
Mortimer, and Erickson (2005) found that completing status transitions is a strong predictor
of labeling oneself an adult. Moreover, prior research has found that unmarried offspring
receive more support than married offspring (Suitor, Pillemer, & Sechrist, 2006).

The age pattern might also exist because age acts as a proxy for more subjective measures of
adult status. Some research has found that individualistic criteria, particularly the idea of
being responsible for oneself, are more important to conception of adult identity than are
status transitions (Arnett 1997, 2001; Greene, Weatley, & Aldava, 1992). An increase in
these subjective criteria with age might help explain the age-support pattern.

Proxmity and affinity
The decline in support with age might also be due to decreases in geographical proximity or
emotional closeness: younger offspring might live closer to parents or be closer emotionally,
and it is this closeness that fosters exchange relationships. Silverstein & Bengtson (1997)
refer to these factors as “affinity” and “proximity.” Prior research has found that emotional
closeness and frequent contact are associated with higher levels of exchange (Hogan,
Eggebeen, & Clogg, 1993; Suitor, Pillemer, & Sechrist, 2006). Likewise, Rossi and Rossi
(1990) reported that there is more exchange among family members who are geographically
close. When offspring and parents are more involved in one another’s lives, offspring are
probably more likely to turn to parents when they need help. Likewise, parents are probably
more aware of their offspring’s needs and feel more moved to help. Age of adult offspring
has been shown to be negatively associated with geographical and emotional closeness with
parents (Lawton, Silverstein, & Bengtson, 1994; Silverstein &. Bengtson, 1997).
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Age norms
In the absence of mediating factors, we might conclude that age has a direct effect on
support. It is possible that norms around biological age play a role in shaping transfer
patterns: prior research has found evidence for norms tied to biological age in various
domains. Neugarten and colleagues (1965) and Settersten and Hagestad (1996) found that
there is some consensus around when men and women should finish school, marry, and have
children. According to Smith (2004), GSS respondents believed on average that young
adults should achieve financial independence by 21. Many, including Settersten and
Hagestad, have argued that people have a general idea of when family transitions should be
completed (a “normal biography”) but that the ages are considered flexible.

OTHER CORRELATES OF FINANCIAL SUPPORT
There are several other factors that both change as offspring age and influence the amount of
support that young adult offspring receive. First, parents’ ability to support offspring may
decline as their children age. For example, as offspring age, their parents’ incomes
eventually decline, and previous research has shown that parents with higher incomes are
more likely to be engaged in intergenerational exchanges than their less wealthy
counterparts (Henretta, Grundy, & Harris, 2002; Hogan, Eggebeen, & Clogg, 1993). Also,
as children grow older, the likelihood that their parents are married to one another drops.
Adult children whose parents aren’t married are less likely to receive support (Aquilino,
2005; Eggebeen, 1992; Furstenberg, Hoffman, & Shrestha, 1995), a fact that could be the
result of lower relationship quality, particularly with fathers (Kaufman & Uhlenberg, 1998;
Shapiro, 2003) or fewer resources on the part of unmarried parents (Uhlenberg, Cooney, &
Boyd, 1990). Moreover, parents’ health and age are associated with the amount of support
that adult children receive (Cooney & Uhlenberg, 1992; Henretta, et al., 2002). As children
grow older, their parents also age and their health declines. Parents may also become more
concerned with the need to support themselves as they come closer to their own retirement
years.

Overall, the present study examines parents’ and offspring’s reports of financial transfers to
test four competing hypotheses:

• Hypothesis 1: Parent-to-child transfers decrease with age because the needs of
offspring decline as they get older.

• Hypothesis 2: Parent-to-child transfers decrease with age because offspring
increasingly acquire markers of adult identity, both subjective and objective.

• Hypothesis 3: Parent-to-child transfers decrease with age because as offspring get
older, they lose the proximity and affinity with parents that facilitate transfer
relationships.

• Hypothesis 4: There is a direct relationship between offspring age and financial
transfers, possibly because age norms dictate what is appropriate for parents to give
offspring.

METHOD
The Family Exchanges Study offers a unique opportunity to examine the determinants of
intergenerational exchange. A sample of adults age 40–60, along with their offspring were
interviewed in 2008 regarding exchange dynamics.

Middle aged respondents aged 40 to 60 were recruited from the Philadelphia Primary
Metropolitan Statistical Area (PMSA), which includes urban, suburban, and rural areas in
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five counties (Pennsylvania State Data Center, 2001). Respondents had to have at least one
offspring age 18 or over to participate. After oversampling in areas with large numbers of
minorities, the final sample has a similar average income but a higher level of education
compared with the Philadelphia PMSA as a whole (Pennsylvania State Data Center, 2001;
US Census, 2008).

A total of 633 middle-aged adults were surveyed, along with nearly 600 of their offspring,
age 18 and over. Response rates were 75% for the middle-aged adults who were sampled.
These respondents reported having 2.16 offspring, on average, and provided contact
information for 63% of those 18 and older (parents who provided contact information for
offspring did not differ systematically from those who did not). A total of 75% of offspring
whose parents offered contact information for them responded to the survey, a response rate
that is comparable to other studies (Suitor & Pillemer, 2009; Sweet & Bumpass, 1996).
Offspring who chose to participate were on average younger (mean age of 23.7 compared to
25.7), more likely to be female (45% compared to 43%) and lived nearer to parents (120
miles compared to 270 miles) than offspring who did not participate.

We analyzed exchange data from parent-offspring pairs. The parent was the “target”
respondent originally selected as the main respondent of the study. Both the parent and the
offspring reported how much financial support was exchanged and our analysis focused
solely on “downward” transfers – those from parents to offspring.

We limited our analytic sample to offspring between 18 and 34 years old, in keeping with
the boundaries of young adulthood put forward by Schoeni and Ross (2005) and others; this
led us to drop 26 offspring. In addition, a small percentage of cases were missing data on
one or more control variables. These missing values were filled in using regression-based,
single imputation. A small number of cases were also missing data for one offspring
characteristic: geographical distance from parents. These missing values were imputed using
frequency of visits with parents and demographic characteristics. Out of 567 offspring ages
18–34 in the original dataset, 31 (5%) were excluded due to missing data, leaving an
analytic sample of 536.

Outcome variables
We differentiated between two dimensions of financial support: frequency of support and
monetary value of support.

Frequency of support—Frequency of support from the target parent to the offspring was
assessed with one item. Offspring respondents were asked, “Please think about financial
support. Financial support involves giving you money, loaning you money, or helping you
purchase goods, services, insurance, or education. How often does your mother/ stepmother/
father/ stepfather) provide you with financial support? (Include holiday/birthday gifts).”
Response options included: less than once a year or never (= 1), once a year (= 2), a few
times a year (= 3), monthly (= 4), a few times a month (= 5), weekly (= 6), a few times a
week (= 7), and daily (=8). The same question was asked of the target parent regarding
assistance given to the offspring. One variable was created for the parent’s report and one
variable was created for the offspring’s report. Each of these reports was treated as an 8-
point scale. Similar items have been used in prior studies that examine financial transfers
(e.g. Eggebeen, 1992).

Amount of support—The amount of support given by the target parent was based on the
following prompt given to offspring respondents: “Now, think about the amount of financial
support your parent(s) have given you in the past twelve months – including any loans (they/
he/she) (have/has) provided. Did your (mother/ stepmother/ father/ stepfather) give you at
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least $500 in financial support in the past twelve months?” Offspring respondents who
received at least $500 in the past 12 months were then asked if they received at least $1,000,
while respondents who did not were asked if they received at least $100 in the past 12
months. The same series of questions was asked of the target parent regarding assistance
given to the offspring. The resulting variable was a 4-category ordinal variable for the
amount transferred from parent to offspring in the prior 12 months: less than $100 (= 1),
$100–$499 (= 2), $500–999 (= 3), and $1000 or more (= 4). One variable was created for
the parent’s report and one variable was created for the offspring’s report.

Independent variables
Variables describing the offspring’s characteristics came from the offspring’s report (though
parental reports are used in cases of missing data). Likewise, variables describing the
parent’s characteristics came from the parent’s report. Offspring’s age was the primary
independent variable of interest and was captured using a second degree polynomial
(variables for age and age-squared were both included in the models). In addition, the
analysis examined three groups of variables that predict transfers: variables describing
offspring need, variables describing adult identity, and variables describing proximity and
affinity.

Variables related to “offspring need” included offspring employment status, offspring’s
student status, whether the offspring had children, whether the offspring had a recent health
problem, and offspring’s household income. Offspring’s employment was captured with a
series of dummy variables for part-time work, not working, homemaker, and “other” (the
omitted category was full-time work). The “not working” category included those actively
looking and those who were not working because they were disabled or students. The
“other” employment category included those who were self-employed or had erratic work
schedules. The student variable was coded 1 if the offspring was enrolled in school at the
time of the survey, and 0 if not. Respondents were coded 1 if they had any children and 0 if
they had no children. The variable for offspring’s “recent health problem” referred to the
previous 12 months and was coded as 1 if the respondent experienced any health problem
during this time (0 if not). The coresidence variable was coded as 1 if the offspring lived
with one or both parents at the time of the survey and 0 if not.

“Adult identity” variables included partnership transitions and an individualistic measure:
whether the offspring’s parents considered him or her an adult. Partnership status was
measured with dummy variables indicating whether the respondent was married, cohabiting,
or “other” (who were mostly separated or divorced). The omitted category was single (never
married and not cohabiting). If offspring said that their parents think of them as an adult
always or often, they were coded 1 for “offspring is considered an adult by parents,” and 0 if
not.

“Proximity and affinity” variables included the geographical distance between the offspring
and the target parent and emotional closeness between the offspring and target parent. The
variable for living near parents was coded 1 if offspring lived within 50 miles of the target
parent at the time of the survey (including those who coreside with the parent), and 0 if they
lived farther away. Offspring were asked whether the parent is the most important, or among
the [3, 6, 10, or 20] most important, or less important than that. Those who reported that the
target parent was one of the three most important people to them were coded 1 for the
emotional closeness variable; those who do not were coded 0.

Our data lacked some important indicators of offspring need and parental resources. These
included the individual incomes of offspring (separate from household income), the savings
of offspring and parents, and offspring’s home ownership.
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Analytic strategy
First we calculated descriptive statistics to describe the study variables. Then, to examine
whether age was associated with financial support and whether it was mediated by other
factors, we estimated a series of models in steps (non-cumulative). The steps included: 1)
age and controls only 2) age and controls plus offspring needs, 3) age and controls plus adult
identity, and 4) age and controls plus proximity and affinity. We compared the coefficients
for age and age squared in each model to evaluate whether any set of factors act as
mediators. We estimated linear regression models to examine the frequency of support1 and
estimated ordered logistic regression models to examine the amount of support. We
analyzed four dependent variables in total: two variables for frequency of support
(offspring’s report and parent’s report) and two variables for amount of support (offspring’s
report and parent’s report).

In the model controlling for offspring’s needs (Model 1 / Hypothesis 1), the variable for
offspring’s household income was interacted with residence status (whether offspring lives
with one or both parents) to account for the fact that household income for coresiding
offspring included parental income.

In all models we controlled for offspring’s sex and offspring’s race-ethnicity. We also
controlled for parental characteristics that affect their ability to provide support, including
age and sex, recent health problems, household income, employment status, number of
children the parent had, and whether the offspring’s parents were married to each other.
These characteristics were controlled since they are likely to be correlated with both the
likelihood of support and the key independent variables being tested (Fingerman et al., 2009;
Hogan et al., 1993). In all cases, parent variables referred to the “target” parent (the person
selected in the initial sample). Because the dataset included multiple offspring per family,
our analysis used robust standard errors to account for the non-independence of
observations.

RESULTS
Descriptive statistics for our independent and control variables are shown in Table 1. We
found expected associations with age: older offspring were more likely to be employed, be
out of school, have children, have higher incomes, live apart from parents, be married or
cohabiting, and be emotionally distant from parents, compared with younger respondents.

Parent’s and Offspring’s Reports of Financial Transfers to Offspring
Table 2 presents offspring’s and parents’ reports of financial transfers. Both parents and
offspring reported more frequent transfers for younger offspring compared with older
offspring. However, within each age group, parents reported a higher frequency of transfer
than the offspring did. This is consistent with other research which finds that the giver in an
exchange relationship tends to report more transfers than does the recipient (Kim, Zarit,
Eggebeen, Birditt, & Fingerman, 2011; Mandemakers & Dykstra, 2008).

The data on the value amount of transfers revealed a similar pattern. The monetary value of
transfers was higher at the younger ages compared with the older ages, according to both
parents’ and offspring’s reports. Offspring ages 18–22 most often received $1,000 or more
from parents during the prior 12 months, while those ages 27–34 most often received less
than $100. As with transfer frequency, parents’ estimates of the transfer amount were

1The transfer frequency variable is an ordinal, not a continuous variable, so we estimated our models using both OLS and ordered
logistic regressions. The pattern we observed was the same, so we chose to present the results of OLS regressions since they are easier
to interpret, following Fingerman et al (2009).
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generally higher than offspring’s estimates – 72% of parents reported giving the offspring at
least $500 in the previous year, while only 51% of offspring reported receiving at least $500
from the parent.

Predictors of support and mediation of the age-support association
The analyses presented in Tables 3 and 4 evaluate the factors that may mediate the
association between age and support using four sets of regressions. In each table, predictors
are added in steps – each corresponding to one of the hypotheses laid out above – and we
evaluated change in the age and age squared coefficients.

Tables 3a and 3b present coefficients for models predicting frequency of support, as
reported by offspring (Table 3a) and parents (Table 3b). Because the magnitude of change in
the age and age-squared coefficients across models is difficult to interpret, we present
graphs of predicted values. Figure 2a corresponds with Table 3a and Figure 2b corresponds
with Table 3b. First, we describe the predictors of parent-to-offspring transfers, then we
evaluate each of the four hypotheses.

Tables 3a and 3b show that a large number of the variables used in our models were
significant predictors of parent-to-child financial transfers. Offspring received more frequent
support (according to both offspring’s and parent’s reports of support) when the offspring
was not working (compared with working full time), when the offspring had lower income,
and when there was emotional closeness between parent and offspring. Some variables were
only significant predictors when the dependent variable was the offspring’s report of
frequency (rather than the parent’s report). Offspring reported receiving more frequent
support when they had children and when they were single (rather than cohabiting).
Likewise, some variables were only significant predictors when the dependent variable is the
parent’s report of frequency (as opposed to the offspring’s report). Parents reported giving
more frequent support to offspring working less than full time and offspring who were
unmarried.

The models that included offspring needs in Tables 3a and 3b provided support for our first
hypothesis: that parent-to-child transfers may decline with age due to declines in need.
When variables related to offspring needs were added in Model 1, the coefficients for age
and age squared were smaller than they had been in the baseline model. This is evident in
Figures 2a and 2b: the strong negative association between offspring age and support
frequency revealed in the baseline model (Model 0) was attenuated in the model that
controls for offspring needs (Model 1). The findings were consistent across models
predicting parent and offspring reports.

Tables 3a and 3b provide weak support for our second hypothesis, that transfers decline with
age because offspring acquire adult status as they move through their adult years.
Controlling for partner transitions (marital and cohabitation status) and subjective or
perceived adult status (whether parents consider the offspring an adult) in Model 2 did little
to attenuate the age-support coefficients. This pattern was consistent across models
predicting parent and offspring reports.

Similarly, Model 3 in each of the tables offers weak support for our third hypothesis, that a
decline with age in proximity and affinity between parents and offspring is responsible for
the reduction in support. Controlling for geographical and emotional closeness between
parent and offspring led to only a small attenuation of the negative age-support association.
Again, this finding was consistent across our two dependent variables (parent’s and
offspring’s reports), though the amount of attenuation varied slightly.
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As predicted by our final hypothesis, we see that the age pattern of support remained strong
no matter what predictor variables were included in the model. Model 4 in Tables 3a and 3b
included all potential mediating variables. When these variables were included, the age
coefficients were somewhat reduced compared with the baseline age coefficients, but they
remained large and highly significant. The predicted values displayed in Figures 2a and 2b
reveal that the decline in support with age continued to be robust, even when controlling for
a wide range of parent and offspring characteristics.

Tables 4a and 4b present coefficients for models predicting the monetary value of parent-to-
offspring transfers, as reported by offspring (Table 4a) and parents (Table 4b). Figure 3a
presents predicted probabilities corresponding to the models in Table 4a and Figure 3b
presents predicted probabilities corresponding with Table 4b.

Tables 4a and 4b reveal that a large number of variables were significant predictors of
receiving higher value support. The value of support received by offspring is greater
(according to both offspring’s and parent’s reports of support amount) when the offspring
works part time (rather than full time) and when the offspring has a lower household
income. Some variables were significant predictors of the amount of support only when the
dependent variable was the offspring’s report (not the parent’s report). Offspring reported
receiving more when they were not working and when they had children. Other variables
were only significant predictors when the dependent variable was the parent’s report of
transfer amount (as opposed to the offspring’s report). Parents reported giving more support
when the offspring did not coreside with them, when the offspring was unmarried, when the
offspring said they were not perceived as an adult, when the offspring lived more than 50
miles away, and when the offspring reported an emotionally close relationship with the
parent.

When the dependent variable was the amount of support (Tables 4a and 4b), we generally
found the same patterns regarding the mediation of the age-support association we found
when the dependent variable was the frequency of support (Tables 3a and 3b). Tables 4a and
4b offer some support for our first hypothesis. Controlling for offspring’s needs reduced the
age coefficients compared with the baseline model, so we conclude that offspring needs
partially mediate the association between offspring age and the receipt of support. For both
parent’s and offspring’s reports of support, the needs of offspring were the most powerful
mediators of the age-support association. In the models predicting the offspring’s report,
controlling for offspring needs made the age coefficients non-significant.

Tables 4a and 4b provide weaker support for the second and third hypotheses: controlling
for offspring’s adult identity (Model 2) or proximity and affinity (Model 3) did very little to
reduce the age coefficients. This finding was consistent across models predicting parent and
offspring reports.

Finally, the results presented in Tables 4a and 4b are consistent with a direct relationship
between offspring age and receipt of transfers from parents. After controlling for a wide
range of factors in the full model (Model 4), the age coefficients remained large and
significant in the table predicting parent’s report of transfer amount. The age coefficients
remained large (but become non-significant) in the table predicting the offspring’s report.

Post-hoc tests
We tested a number of other specifications to verify the stability of our results. Since the
“other employment status” category is heterogeneous and therefore difficult to interpret, we
estimated the regressions without these observations and found that our pattern of results did
not change. Because coresidence may substitute for financial support, we estimated the
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models separately for offspring who live with their parents and those who do not. The
coefficients were not identical, but the main results were the same using this specification. A
small number of parents included in the analysis were step-parents (32 out of 536). After
excluding parent-offspring dyads where the parent was a step-parent, the pattern of results
was unchanged.

We considered whether to include offspring’s education as a mediating variable; however, a
large proportion of respondents were too young to have completed college (45% were
between 18 and 21). We estimated models limited to respondents age 23 and over,
controlling for highest level of education, and found that including education in the model
for offspring needs (Model 1) resulted in little or no additional attenuation of the age-
support pattern. In sum, the post hoc tests showed that the results were stable.

In all four graphs, it was clear that the decline in support with age was attenuated in the
models that control for offspring needs. This group of variables included offspring’s
employment, offspring’s student status, whether offspring had children of their own,
offspring’s health problems, and the interaction of offspring’s household income and
coresidence with parents (Model 1). We disaggregated these variables to see which
variables, specifically, were the most powerful mediators of the age-support relationship. In
the models predicting frequency of support, offspring’s household income (interacted with
coresidence) had the largest attenuating effect on the age coefficients, compared with the
other offspring need variables (not shown). Meanwhile, in the models predicting amount of
support, three variables – offspring’s employment, status, student status, and household
income – had the largest attenuating effects on the age coefficients.

DISCUSSION
We built on existing literature by: a) exploring what factors underlie the age pattern of
support, b) using a unique dataset that includes parent-to-offspring transfers that occur both
within and across households, c) examining both parents’ and offspring’s reports of
transfers, and d) differentiating between two dimensions of financial support: frequency and
amount.

We found that a wide variety of factors, including offspring’s age, needs, acquisition of
adult roles, perceived adult status, and their parents’ abilities to provide support, all play a
role in determining the financial support that parents provide their young adult offspring.
This portrait is generally consistent with findings from previous research (Fingerman et al.,
2009; Suitor, Pillemer, & Sechrist, 2006). These findings suggest that parents and children
respond to many factors in negotiating the transfer of resources, including their children’s
needs, perceived adult status, and parents’ ability to provide support.

Our central research question was why support from parents to young adult offspring
declines as offspring age. We find that this decline is partially explained by the fact that the
needs of offspring decline with age. This fits with prior research that has found that
offspring need is one of the most powerful predictors of support from parents to young adult
offspring (Fingerman et al., 2009; Attias-Donfut & Wolf, 2000). The literature on
intergenerational transfers identifies altruism as one of the central motivations for parental
investment in offspring (Becker, 1981). Our finding that the decline in support with age is
partially explained by decreasing needs adds support to the idea that parents are motivated in
part by altruism.

We also found that age is very robust as a predictor of support to young adults and seems to
be a main factor rather than simply a proxy for other factors. It is possible that the age-
support association is mediated by characteristics we did not measure, but we have
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controlled for a wide range of important factors in our analysis and the age coefficient was
not greatly diminished. The residual “effect” of age is large – a five-year increase in age has
a larger effect than most variables in the model, including being single (versus being
married) and having a health problem in the past year, for example.

The robustness of the age coefficient could be the result of a cohort effect: support to young
adult offspring could be increasing for successive cohorts over time, rather than diminishing
as offspring age. In other words, offspring currently in their thirties may have lower levels of
support at the time of the survey in part because those cohorts have always had lower levels
of support, compared to those offspring currently in their late teens and early twenties. We
are not able to evaluate this hypothesis with our cross-sectional data. Basic analyses using
longitudinal data in the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing study reveals that among
urban mothers between 18 and 34, the likelihood of receiving financial support from friends
and family declines as they get older (results not shown). This suggests that cohort
differences do not provide a satisfying explanation for the age pattern of support.

Alternatively, our results may point to the idea that there are social norms around biological
age that dictate when it is considered desirable for parents to give support and for offspring
to request and accept support. Consistent with this interpretation, we find a particularly large
drop in support between age 29 and age 30, an age change that is considered important
socially (results not shown). Settersten and Hagestad (1996) have argued that Americans
have opinions about when family transitions should be completed but that the timing is
considered flexible. Our results suggest that these types of flexible norms extend to financial
self-sufficiency – there are guidelines that dictate how support should decline with
increasing age, but age is not the only predictor of support. In other words, age has a strong
and independent effect on support, but support also responds to parental resources, offspring
needs, and other characteristics.

Our results add nuance to research by Settersten and Hagestad (1996) on age norms and
support from parents. They found that unlike other family transitions like leaving home,
marriage, and childbearing, most people in their survey did not believe that there is an age
that is “too late” to move back in with parents. They concluded that support from families
responds to the offspring’s needs and individual situation, rather than age norms. We would
argue that although there may not be a fixed deadline for ending parent-to-child support,
there is a strong correlation between age and support that is not explained by individual
needs and circumstances.

The robustness of the age-support association also points to the idea that current theories of
exchange are not adequate for understanding transfers. The three motivations commonly
given for intergenerational transfers – altruism, evolution, and exchange – would not predict
that increasing age would have a strong negative effect on support, unless age were acting as
a proxy for offspring needs or other characteristics. Intergenerational exchange theory
should make room for the idea that other factors are important in shaping exchange
behaviors. For example a parent might be altruistically motivated to want to help an older
out-of-work child, but may not (or help may be refused) because of age-related norms
discouraging support at older ages.

We lacked some important indicators of offspring need and parental resources, including
wealth indicators for offspring and parents. We controlled for a wide range of important
factors in our analysis, however, and the age coefficient was not greatly diminished, so we
are confident in our results. A second limitation of our analysis is that financial transfers,
even when measured well, exclude relevant information. Most notably, parents might
provide non-financial help to offspring that nevertheless result in a direct financial savings
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for the offspring, such as a parent allowing a child to live in his or her home, providing free
babysitting, or lending the family car. Finally, we lacked direct reports from parents and
offspring about age norms and how age influences their thinking about financial transfers.
Future research should seek to bring together data on exchange behavior with data on the
way people think about age norms.

In order to assess the role of age norms in shaping parent-to-offspring transfers, future work
might benefit from taking a cross-national approach. This paper is based on a U.S. sample
that reflects a culture that has traditionally encouraged early autonomy (Cook &
Furstenberg, 2002). In Europe, this cultural standard most closely resembles the Northern
European pattern, which is distinct from what occurs in the South of Europe or parts of
Eastern Europe (Newman & Aptekar, 2006). Thus, it would be interesting to examine the
age-support pattern with similar data in Europe as a way of examining normative
differences. A slower drop-off of support, given similar circumstances of youth and their
parents, in more familistic European nations might reveal normative differences across
nations.

In sum, our findings confirm the importance of age as a predictor of support from parents to
young adult children and reveal that the age-support pattern is partially explained by
changes in offspring’s needs, but remains robust even after controlling for a wide range of
relevant factors. Our results indicate that traditional explanations for intergenerational
exchange, such as altruism, are useful but probably not sufficient for understanding parent-
to-child transfers in early adulthood. Exploring how parents and offspring think about age in
the decision to offer or accept support, respectively, is an important next step for
understanding the dynamics of intergenerational exchange.
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Figure 1.
Conceptual Diagram
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Figure 2.
Figure 2a. Predicted Frequency of Parent-to-Offspring Transfers (Offspring report)
Note: All variables other than age and age-squared are held constant at the mean
Figure 2b. Predicted Frequency of Parent-to-Offspring Transfers (Parent report)
Note: All variables other than age and age-squared are held constant at the mean
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Figure 3.
Figure 3a. Predicted Amount of Parent-to-Offspring Transfers (Offspring report)
Note: All variables other than age and age-squared are held constant at the mean
Figure 3b. Predicted Amount of Parent-to-Offspring Transfers (Parent report)
Note: All variables other than age and age-squared are held constant at the mean
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