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Abstract

The authors examined how ambivalence toward adult children within the same family differs

between mothers and fathers and whether patterns of maternal and paternal ambivalence can be

explained by the same set of predictors. Using data collected in the Within-Family Differences

Study, they compared older married mothers’ and fathers’ (N = 129) assessments of ambivalence

toward each of their adult children (N = 444). Fathers reported higher levels of ambivalence

overall. Both mothers and fathers reported lower ambivalence toward children who were married,

better educated, and who they perceived to hold similar values; however, the effects of marital

status and education were more pronounced for fathers, whereas the effect of children’s value

congruence was more pronounced for mothers. Fathers reported lower ambivalence toward

daughters than sons, whereas mothers reported less ambivalence toward sons than daughters.
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Over the past decade, one of the most important theoretical and empirical contributions

regarding aging families has been the recognition of complexity and multiplicity in parent –

adult child relations (Silverstein & Giarrusso, 2010). A number of family scholars have

moved from traditional measures of parent – adult child closeness or conflict toward the

study of a more complex interplay of positive and negative components of the relationship.

One of the most consistent findings from this line of research is that both parents and their

adult children experience feelings of ambivalence about one another (Birditt, Fingerman, &

Zarit, 2010; Connidis & McMullin, 2002; Luescher & Pillemer, 1998; Peters, Hooker, &
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Zvonkovic, 2006; Pillemer et al., 2007; van Gaalen & Dykstra, 2006; Willson, Shuey, &

Elder, 2003).

Surprisingly little attention, however, has been paid to fathers’ experiences of

intergenerational ambivalence. Given well-established differences between mothers and

fathers in the overall quality of intergenerational relationships (Biblarz & Stacey, 2010;

Suitor, Sechrist, Gilligan, & Pillemer, 2011), we believe that the role of gender in

ambivalence toward adult children is worthy of further investigation. In this article, we focus

on two research questions: (a) Does the level of intergenerational ambivalence within the

same family differ between mothers and fathers and (b) can mothers’ and fathers’ patterns of

ambivalence be explained by the same combination of social structural and individual

factors?

Conceptualizing Ambivalence

Of importance to the approach in this article is the conceptualization of intergenerational

ambivalence, on which there has been substantial progress over the past decade. Luescher

and Pillemer’s (1998) initial formulation distinguished two dimensions of ambivalence: (a)

sociological ambivalence, which highlights contradictory norms that may ultimately affect

parent – child relations, and (b) psychological ambivalence, which is experienced on the

individual level. They differentiated between contradictions at the level of social structure

and contradictions on the subjective level (e.g., emotions). Connidis and McMullin (2002)

used the framework of critical theory to reconceptualize the relationship between these two

levels, more explicitly linking the contradictions produced by social structure to individual

action. In their view, contradictions in socially structured relations are reproduced in family

relationships, which individuals in turn must negotiate. Despite conceptual differences,

however, these and subsequent frameworks (Lüscher, 2004; Rappoport & Lowenstein,

2007) agree on the tenet that the social structural positions individuals occupy affect their

emotions in intergenerational relationships.

In this article, we focus specifically on psychological ambivalence as the outcome variable.

Psychological ambivalence has been a topic of interest for several decades in attitudinal

research (Lettke & Klein, 2004). In this literature, ambivalence is typically defined as

holding both positive and negative emotions or attitudes simultaneously (Suitor, Gilligan, &

Pillemer, 2011; Weigert, 1991). Most researchers have similarly defined intergenerational

ambivalence as “simultaneously held opposing feelings or emotions that are due in part to

countervailing expectations about how individuals should act” (Connidis & McMullin,

2002, p. 558; see also Rappoport & Lowenstein, 2007; Suitor et al.; Ward, Spitze, & Deane,

2009). In this study, we examined how the experience of psychological ambivalence toward

adult children is affected by gender, focusing on the experience of older mothers and fathers.

Following Luescher and Pillemer (1998), Connidis and McMullin (2002), and others, we

also focused on occupying social statuses as predictors of ambivalence.

Are Mothers or Fathers More Ambivalent?

On the basis of the existing theoretical and empirical literature, we hypothesized that

mothers will experience significantly lower levels of ambivalence toward their offspring
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than fathers. We grounded this hypothesis in theory and research regarding motherhood

throughout the life course. As noted, psychological ambivalence is constituted by the

simultaneous presence of positive and negative feelings toward a child (Lettke & Klein,

2004); thus, the greater the intensity of both positive and negative feelings, the higher the

level of ambivalence. We suggest that ambivalence is likely to be lower among mothers

because of their tendency toward positive rather than negative assessments of relationships

with their children.

This positive tendency occurs because of mothers’ heightened investment in the parent –

child tie and because of traditional notions of womanhood that define femininity in terms of

motherhood. Attachment theory (Bowlby, 1951, 1958; Merz, Schuengel, & Schulze, 2007)

suggests that because mothers are usually the primary caregivers of children (Coltrane,

2000; Hochschild, 1989), mothers and children have warmer relationships compared to

fathers. Research has substantiated this claim. Mothers generally are more positive,

supportive, and affectionate toward their children than fathers, and children report feeling

more closely attached to their mothers than to their fathers (Bengtson, 2001; Fingerman,

2001; Rossi & Rossi, 1990; Umberson, 1992; Ward, 2008). It is therefore likely that mothers

will tend toward univalent positive evaluations of the relationship, rather than mixed

positive and negative emotions.

Furthermore, women’s role as primary caregivers may lead mothers, as opposed to fathers,

to be more invested in the parent – child tie (Bianchi, Robinson, & Milkie, 2006; Rossi &

Rossi, 1990). Throughout the life course, mothers act as kinkeepers, maintaining family

bonds (Bengtson, Rosenthal, & Burton, 1990; Hagestad, 1998; Rossi, 1993; Sarkisian &

Gerstel, 2008). Both sons and daughters interact more with their mothers than their fathers

and report a higher quality of affect and attachment with them than with fathers (Buist,

Dekovic, Meeus, & van Aken, 2002). This role may lead women to report more positive and

fewer negative feelings (and therefore less ambivalence) toward adult children than do

fathers.

A third reason we expected mothers to report less ambivalence than fathers is that

motherhood is entwined with notions of femininity (Chodorow, 1978, 1989; Glenn, 1994).

Particularly for women born in the 1930s and 1940s (as were the women in our sample),

mothering is a more powerful identity than either marital status or occupation (McMahon,

1995; Rogers & White, 1998). Thus, there is a potential cohort effect, because older women

may define themselves more strongly in terms of motherhood than younger women.

Therefore, the general tendency toward positivity just outlined may be more pronounced for

older mothers, inclining them to focus more heavily on the positive aspects of the

relationship and to exclude negative aspects. For these reasons, although we expected to

uncover intergenerational ambivalence on the part of both mothers and fathers, we expected

mothers to report lower levels of ambivalence than fathers.

Parents’ Gender and Factors Related to Ambivalence

Thus far, we have limited our discussion to gender differences in intergenerational

ambivalence without considering the circumstances that might give rise to it. Our second

research question asked whether mothers’ and fathers’ patterns of ambivalence can be

Pillemer et al. Page 3

J Marriage Fam. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2014 July 08.

N
IH

-P
A

 A
uthor M

anuscript
N

IH
-P

A
 A

uthor M
anuscript

N
IH

-P
A

 A
uthor M

anuscript



explained by the same factors identified in earlier research. Over the past decade, we and our

colleagues have developed a conceptual framework for explaining parental ambivalence that

emphasizes competing norms and status attainment (Pillemer & Suitor, 2002; Pillemer et al.,

2007). In this framework, ambivalence is hypothesized to result when incompatible

normative expectations for relationships with children produce contradictory feelings toward

them. This perspective builds on classic theoretical perspectives on sociological

ambivalence by Merton and Barber (1963) and Coser (1966), who posited that incompatible

normative expectations constitute structural sources of ambivalence for individuals.

In the case of intergenerational ambivalence, the literature consistently points to children’s

failure to achieve or maintain normative adult statuses—such as becoming married,

becoming a parent, and being employed—as producing heightened ambivalence (Cohler &

Grunebaum, 1981; Fingerman, Chen, Hay, Cichy, & Lefkowitz, 2006; Pillemer & Suitor,

2002). Specifically, there is evidence that a general underlying cause of parental

ambivalence lies in the conflict between the norm of intergenerational solidarity mandating

help for adult children in need and normative expectations that children should be

successfully launched in adulthood (Birditt et al., 2010; George, 1986; Luescher & Pillemer,

1998). Furthermore, research has shown that conflict between these two norms—pressure to

help adult children but a desire for freedom from their demands—specifically produces

ambivalence, rather than simply conflict or tension (Pillemer, 2004; Pillemer & Suitor; Teo,

Graham, Yeoh, & Levy, 2003; Willson et al., 2003).

In these situations, conflict occurs between the norm of solidarity with children and the

normative expectation that children should become independent adults (Bengtson,

Giarrusso, Mabry, & Silverstein, 2002); parents may feel obligated to protect and support

children on the one hand, while simultaneously desiring them to be launched into

independent lives (George, 1986; Luescher & Pillemer, 1998). When children do not fulfill

expectations for normal adult development, parents continue to desire contact and to express

solidarity toward the child while simultaneously feeling disappointment about the child’s

life and self-doubt regarding parenting (Luescher & Pillemer). Empirical support for this

pattern has been found in studies of mothers (Pillemer & Suitor, 2002; Pillemer et al., 2007)

and for both mothers and fathers (Birditt, Miller, Fingerman, & Lefkowitz, 2009). Thus,

consistent with previous theory and research, we predicted that both mothers and fathers will

report less ambivalence toward married children than single children, toward more educated

children than less educated children, and toward employed children than unemployed

children.

Although we expected both men and women to report less ambivalence toward children who

have attained normative adult statuses, there was also reason to hypothesize that men and

women will differ in the degree to which status attainment variables predict ambivalence

toward children. Because men tend to emphasize instrumental issues in their interactions and

relationships more than women (Maccoby, 1998; Webster & Rashotte, 2009), it is likely that

fathers will value moving into traditional adult statuses, such as employment, education, and

marriage, more than mothers. We therefore predicted that both parents will report

significantly less ambivalence toward children who achieve higher levels of education, who
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are employed, and who are married but that this effect will be more pronounced among

fathers than mothers.

This framework also highlights the importance of a second predictor of intergenerational

ambivalence: value consensus between parent and child (Pillemer & Suitor, 2002; Pillemer

et al., 2007). We hypothesized that a consensus on values will play a stronger role in shaping

mothers’ ambivalence than fathers’ ambivalence toward their adult children. Theorists have

suggested that mothers are more heavily invested in reproducing their values and identity in

their offspring than are fathers (Chodorow, 1978; Gilligan, 1982, Rossi & Rossi, 1990).

Studies of intergenerational solidarity have shown that mothers typically have a greater

investment in solidarity with children, although differences in consensual solidarity

specifically have not been found (Silverstein & Bengtson, 1997). Furthermore, in a direct

comparison of predictors of mothers’ and fathers’ reports, a consensus on values was a much

stronger predictor of mothers’, as opposed to fathers’, relationship quality with a child

(Suitor & Pillemer, in press). Given these findings, we hypothesized that value consensus

will play a more important role in predicting mothers’ ambivalence toward their adult

children than fathers’ ambivalence.

Finally, we explored the effect of child’s gender on intergenerational ambivalence for

mothers and fathers. Both parents’ gender and children’s gender seem to play an important

role in fostering intergenerational relations. The preponderance of studies has reported the

strongest affectional ties between mothers and daughters and the least closeness between

fathers and sons (Rossi & Rossi, 1990; Spitze, Logan, Deane, & Zerger, 1994; Suitor &

Pillemer, 2006). Because ambivalence is a more complex relational dimension than is

closeness, however, it may not be reasonable to make predictions regarding ambivalence

based on patterns found for closeness.

The empirical literature provides little guidance regarding the role of child’s gender in

intergenerational ambivalence. Studies of mothers have found no differences in ambivalence

based on child’s gender (Pillemer, 2004; Pillemer & Suitor, 2002; Willson, Shuey, Elder, &

Wickrama, 2006); however, there is suggestive evidence from studies of adult children that

the mother – daughter and father – son ties may be more ambivalent. Willson and colleagues

(2003) found the mother – daughter pair was most ambivalent, from the adult child’s

perspective. Van Gaalen, Dykstra, and Komter (2010) used measures of solidarity and

conflict to classify families into several types and found that ties between fathers and sons

had a higher probability of falling into the negative ambivalence family type. Given the

limited and inconsistent nature of these findings, we do not propose specific hypotheses

regarding which parent – child pairs are likely to be the most ambivalent.

Summary of Research Questions

In summary, we addressed two research questions. First, does the level of intergenerational

ambivalence within the same family differ between mothers and fathers? Second, can

mothers’ and fathers’ patterns of ambivalence be explained by the same combination of

social structural and individual factors, or will predictors differ according to parents’

gender? We hypothesized that mothers will experience lower levels of ambivalence toward

their adult children. Furthermore, we hypothesized that there will be gender differences in
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the predictors of ambivalence; specifically, we expected that the achievement of normative

adult statuses (e.g., educational attainment, employment, marital status) will be a stronger

predictor of ambivalence for fathers, whereas value consensus will be a stronger predictor of

ambivalence for mothers. We did not propose specific hypotheses regarding the role of

child’s gender or the interaction of parent – child gender in predicting intergenerational

ambivalence.

Method

Sampling

The data for this article were collected as part of the Within-Family Differences Study

(Suitor & Pillemer, 2006). The design involved selecting a sample of mothers 65 through 75

years of age with at least two living adult children and collecting data from mothers

regarding each of their children. Only community-dwelling mothers were included in the

sample. Massachusetts city and town lists were the source of the sample. Massachusetts

requires communities to keep city/town lists of all residents by address. Town lists also

provide the age and gender of residents.

With the assistance of the University of Massachusetts, Boston, we drew a systematic

sample of women ages 65 through 75 from the town lists of 20 randomly selected

communities in the greater Boston Census-designated Primary Metropolitan Statistical Area.

An equal number of women in the target age group were selected from each community.

The interviewers began contacting potential respondents and continued until they had

completed interviews with 566 mothers, which represented 61% of those who were eligible

for participation. The interviews were conducted between August 2001 and January 2003.

Two hundred sixty-nine (48%) of the respondents were married. At the end of each

interview, married participants were told about the study component involving their

husbands and were asked for their permission to contact them. Sixty-eight percent of the

married mothers gave permission for the interviewers to contact their husbands; 78% of the

husbands agreed to participate, resulting in a final sample of 129 husbands. Because the

central research questions of this article revolve around differences between mothers and

fathers within the same family, we limited the data to the responses of the 129 fathers and

the 129 mothers married to these fathers. Interviews with the fathers and mothers lasted

between 1 and 2 hours. These parents reported about aspects of relationships, including

ambivalence, with each of their adult children, resulting in data on 444 offspring.

Sample Characteristics

The demographic characteristics of mothers, fathers, and their adult children are presented in

Table 1. All mothers in this subsample identified themselves as Black or White. In the full

sample, 73% of the mothers were White; however, in the married subsample, 95% of the

mothers were White. This pattern is due to the higher rates of remaining single, becoming

divorced, and becoming widowed among Black than White women (Liddon, Leichliter,

Habel, & Aral, 2010; Marsh, Darity, Cohen, Casper, & Salters, 2007; U.S. Census Bureau,

2006).
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Although the mean number of living children in our sample was higher than would be found

in a nationally representative sample of women in this age group, this is primarily due to the

criterion that all participants must have at least two living adult children. The mean number

of children in our sample was similar to that found in national samples, such as the National

Survey of Families and Households (Sweet & Bumpass, 1996), when compared specifically

to mothers in the same age group who have two or more children.

Measures

Ambivalence—Following previous conceptual work and research on ambivalence, we

defined ambivalence operationally as experiencing mixed or contradictory emotions toward

the same individual (Raulin, 1984; Sincoff, 1990; Weigert, 1991). We directly assessed

subjective perceptions of ambivalence by asking respondents the degree to which their

attitudes toward each child were mixed or conflicted. The format of the measures was based

on previous work by Kelley (1983); Thompson, Zanna, and Griffin (1995); and Sincoff

(1990), all of whom used direct measures of ambivalence in studies of close relationships.

The content of the items was developed in pilot studies that were carried out to guide

instrument development (for further details on measure development, see Suitor et al.,

2011).

Two global questions about ambivalent feelings were used. First, on the basis of the pilot

research, both mothers and fathers were asked identical items about the degree to which they

felt “torn in two directions or conflicted” about the child (0 = never, 1 = seldom, 2 = now

and then, 3 = often, 4 = very often). A second item asked respondents to what degree they

had “very mixed feelings” toward the child. The response categories were 0 = strongly

disagree, 1 = disagree, 2 = agree, and 3 = strongly agree. To maintain these two items on a

comparable scale, values of 4 in response to the question of how torn mothers and fathers

felt in a particular relationship were recoded to 3. The correlation between the two items

was .51. Summed scores for this direct measure of ambivalence ranged from 0 to 6 (M =

2.23; SD = 1.56; r = .51, p < .001).

Independent variables—The independent variable of primary interest was parent’s

gender, which was coded as 0 for mothers and 1 for fathers. Child’s gender was coded 0 for

sons and 1 for daughters. Forty-nine percent of the children in the sample were daughters.

Attainment of adult statuses—Four variables were used to indicate adult children’s

successful completion of transitions to normatively prescribed social statuses: (a) marital

status (1 = married, 0 = not married; 56% were married), (b) parental status (1 = has

children, 0 = does not have children; 70% had children), (c) educational attainment (1 = less

than high school; 2 = some high school; 3 = high school graduate; 4 = post-high school

vocational; 5 = some college; 6 = college graduate; and 7 = completed graduate school; M =

2.35, SD = 0.63), and (d) employment status (1 = employed, 0 = not employed; 86%

employed).
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Value consensus—The item used in this study was developed by Rossi and Rossi (1990)

in their classic study of intergenerational relationships, which they designed to tap consensus

in parents’ and children’s values. Value consensus was measured by asking respondents,

Parents and children are sometimes similar to each other in their views and

opinions and sometimes different from each other. In your general outlook on life,

would you say that you and [child’s name] share very similar views and opinions

(4), similar views and opinions (3), different views and opinions (2), or very

different views and opinions (1)? (M = 2.77, SD = 0.84).

Control variables—We included in the analysis several variables that have previously

been found to be related to ambivalence or to inter-generational relationship quality more

generally, including parents’ age (in years) and parents’ race (see Table 1). Parents’ self-

reported health was measured with five categories (1 = poor, 2 = fair, 3 = good, 4 = very

good, 5 = excellent; M = 3.26, SD = 1.10). Geographical proximity was measured on a 5-

point scale (1 = same house, 2 = same neighborhood, 3 = within a 15-minute drive, 4 =

within a 15- to 30-minute drive, 5 = within a 30- to 60-minute drive, 6 = over an hour drive;

M = 4.44, SD = 1.89). Finally, prior research indicates that problems perceived as voluntary

and deviant in nature (e.g., problems with drugs, problems with the law) are related to

ambivalence. We asked mothers whether each of their children had experienced, as adults, a

series of problems that individuals might face. Two of these items were considered deviant:

(a) “problems with drinking or drugs” and (b) “problems with the law.” Respondents were

coded as follows: 0 = neither problem and 1 = at least one problem; 14% of children had

experienced = such voluntary problems

Analytic Plan

Throughout, the parent – child dyad, rather than the parent, was the unit of analysis. In other

words, the 444 children who were the units of analysis are nested within the 129 families on

whose reports the present analysis is based; furthermore, we used reports from both mothers

and fathers; thus, the observations are not independent. To take this into account, we used

multilevel random coefficient modeling (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). Three-level models

were estimated to address the hypotheses of interest. An unconditional (null) model, with no

predictors, was initially estimated to partition the variance in parental ambivalence across

the three levels: (a) between families (Level 3), (b) between children within families (Level

2), and (c) between parents within children (Level 1). A second model added a dummy

variable for father. This model allowed us to determine whether fathers reported

significantly higher or lower levels of ambivalence than mothers. A third model added

predictors of parental ambivalence. The purpose of this model was twofold: (a) to replicate

previous findings relating to predictors of parental ambivalence based on maternal reports

and (b) to determine whether differences between mothers and fathers might be accounted

for by these variables. A fourth and final model added interactions with a father-indicator

variable to determine whether the effect of each predictor was stronger or weaker for fathers

than for mothers. As a result, it was possible to determine the differential effects of

predictors for mothers and fathers. Results for Models 1 through 4 are presented in Table 2.

All parameter estimates shown in Table 2 are unstandardized.
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Null Model: Variance Decomposition

Model 1 estimated an overall intercept and three variance components. The estimated

variances suggest that 25% of the variability in parental ambivalence toward children

existed across families (at Level 3), 6% existed across children within families (Level 2),

and 69% existed across parents within children (Level 1). These estimates suggest that a

substantial portion of the variance in parental ambivalence can be explained by family

characteristics, including shared child characteristics (25%), whereas a relatively small

amount of the variance can be explained by unique child characteristics (6%). The

remaining 69% of the variance can be attributed to unique parent characteristics or reporting

tendencies. Thus, substantially more of the variance in parental ambivalence scores is

attributable to parent characteristics, rather than deriving from child factors.

Results

Differences Between Mothers and Fathers

The results of the multilevel analysis are presented in Table 2. Model 2 shows differences

between mothers and fathers in levels of ambivalence. As predicted, fathers reported higher

levels of ambivalence toward their children than did mothers (B = .294, SE = .087, p < .001).

Predictors of parental ambivalence—The findings shown in Model 3 support our

hypotheses that parents were less ambivalent toward children who were married (B = .644,

SE = .130, p < .001) and toward children who were better educated (B = −.159, SE = .063, p

= .012). In addition, parents reported less ambivalence toward children whom they perceived

to be more similar to themselves (B = .323, SE = .049, p < .001). Contrary to our

hypotheses, however, we did not find that parents expressed less ambivalence toward

children who were employed (B = −.107, SE = .145, p = .462).

After accounting for the various predictors of parental ambivalence, mother and father

differences decreased only slightly and remained highly significant (B = .251, SE = .095, p

= .008). This suggests that differences in levels of ambivalence between parents were not

fully explained by parent differences in age, health, or perceptions of similarity. Interactions

between child’s gender and each of the status attainment variables (marital status,

employment status, and level of education) also were considered but were not found to be

significant.

Differences between mothers and fathers in predictors of ambivalence—
Having established predictors of ambivalence, Model 4 tested whether the effects of each

predictor were significantly stronger or weaker for fathers than for mothers. In other words,

we allowed the coefficient for each predictor to vary across mothers and fathers and tested

the significance of these differences. The findings from this model suggest several

differences between mothers and fathers that are consistent with our hypotheses.

First, children’s marital status was a stronger predictor of ambivalence for fathers than for

mothers (B = −.314, SE = .191, p = .100). Second, educational attainment was a substantially

stronger predictor for fathers than mothers (B = −.217, SE = .086, p = 012). Fathers reported

less ambivalence toward children who achieved higher levels of education, whereas mothers
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did not. These findings suggest that the main effect of child’s education on parental

ambivalence was almost entirely driven by fathers. Third, value consensus played a stronger

role in the levels of ambivalence expressed by mothers than fathers (B = .224, SE = .091, p =

014). The only finding counter to our hypotheses from this set of interactions was that

fathers did not report lower ambivalence toward employed children than did mothers.

Finally, we found that the effects of child gender on ambivalence differed for mothers and

fathers; specifically, fathers tended to report more ambivalence toward sons than daughters,

whereas mothers were more ambivalent toward daughters than sons (B = −.404, SE = .171, p

= .018). This effect is depicted in Figure 1. After all predictors had been added to the model,

16% of the overall variance in parental ambivalence had been accounted for. Specific

variance component estimates suggested that essentially all of the variance across children

within families (Level 2) was accounted for by the predictors. Furthermore, 17% of the

variance across families (Level 3) and 9% of the variance across parents within children

(Level 1) was explained.

These findings raise the important issue of which types of effects, and at what levels—child,

family, or external—have the most influence on parental ambivalence. The best evidence

comes from our final model, Model 4. Both the family and child levels were predictive of

parental ambivalence. Fixed factors that were explicitly modeled, such as the child’s

similarity and marital status, were predictive. Once these factors were accounted for, the

estimated child variance was negligible. In contrast, only gender of parent among variables

explicitly modeled at the family level was significantly predictive, albeit highly

significantly, and the variance component for family was larger. These results suggest that

future research should highlight parental characteristics in predicting ambivalence, as well

as a continuing focus on both levels, including an attempt to obtain a better estimate of child

variance and to determine other family-level variables that may be significant.

Discussion

In this research, we addressed the fundamental question “Does gender matter in

understanding ambivalence in parent – child relations in later life?” The results strongly

suggest that gender does indeed matter, showing that the experience of ambivalence differs

substantially between mothers and fathers in the same family. First, consistent with our

hypotheses, mothers reported lower levels of ambivalence toward adult children. Given

other support for this finding (Willson et al., 2006), researchers should begin to explore the

mechanisms leading to greater ambivalence among older fathers than mothers. We

hypothesized that ambivalence is lower because mothers tend to be more invested in the

parent – child tie and to focus on positive rather than negative aspects of their relationships

with their children, whereas fathers balance stronger negative feelings with positive ones.

Additional research (both quantitative and qualitative) is needed to explore this hypothesis,

focusing on the mechanisms for the gender differences.

Second, gender was again of substantial importance when we examined the factors that

predicted intergenerational ambivalence. We found that children’s marital status and

children’s educational attainment were stronger predictors of ambivalence for fathers than
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for mothers. We speculate that this pattern occurred because men emphasize instrumentality

more than women (Maccoby, 1998; Webster & Rashotte, 2009) and hold more traditional

gender role attitudes than women (Davis & Greenstein, 2009). On the other hand, value

similarity played a stronger role in the levels of ambivalence expressed by mothers than

fathers. This finding bolsters research (Suitor & Pillemer, in press) that has found similarity

of values to be a much stronger predictor of mothers’ relationship quality with children than

of fathers’.

Third, the findings of this study highlight the effect of child’s gender on intergenerational

ambivalence for mothers and fathers. We expected that intergenerational ambivalence would

vary across the four family dyads (mother – daughter, mother – son, father – daughter, father

– son), although we did not predict the direction of the effects. The findings of greater

ambivalence in mother – son and father – daughter dyads are consistent with research

showing that gender is a primary frame for organizing social relations (Maccoby, 1990,

2003). The finding that that fathers reported greater ambivalence toward sons whereas

mothers reported greater ambivalence toward daughters was somewhat surprising, though.

The results we uncovered run counter to the pattern seen when studying closeness between

mothers and their adult children, in which gender similarity is associated with greater

closeness (Rossi & Rossi, 1990; Spitze et al., 1994; Suitor & Pillemer, 2006).

This finding suggests that ambivalence measures a relationship domain that is distinct from

closeness. Again, we can only speculate as to the causes of this pattern; however, an

intriguing possibility is that competing roles in the daughter generation, as discussed by

Connidis and McMullin (2002), make a difference, even if they are not salient for older

mothers. The role of wife and mother has been found to reduce contact with and assistance

to older parents (Sarkisian & Gerstel, 2008). Mothers may feel this separation more acutely

(and more ambivalently) than fathers. Other than the present study, there is a dearth of

literature that has systematically examined intergenerational ambivalence, including all four

relationship dyads. To advance our understanding of intergenerational ambivalence, research

is needed that explores this issue in more detail.

The study has several limitations that point toward future directions for research. First, one

potential bias is the lack of heterogeneity in the sample. The participants were all married,

heterosexual, older adults who self-identified as either Black or White. Connidis and

McMullin (2002) theorized that individuals may experience greater intergenerational

ambivalence when their ability to exercise agency is limited by social structural

arrangements. An important question, therefore, for future research is this: How might

socially and culturally constructed categories other than gender (e.g., race, ethnicity, class,

age, sexual orientation, disability) influence parents’ experiences of ambivalence toward

their adult children, and how might these statuses interact with gender?

Second, we examined intergenerational ambivalence from the perspective of older parents.

Adult children of older parents may experience higher rates of intergenerational

ambivalence (Fingerman et al., 2006; Willson et al., 2006), and how their experiences vary

by gender it remains to be seen. Third, our analyses indicated that much of the variance

explained in the model was at the level of the parent. It is possible that parent characteristics
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that were not measured in this study may provide additional explanatory power in future

studies. For example, some parents may be more ambivalent in general, which is reflected in

relationships with children. Adding measures of personality in studies of parental

ambivalence would help shed light on this issue.

Despite these limitations, our findings shed new light on intergenerational ambivalence.

Factors related to older parents’ feelings toward their adult children reveal a nuanced picture

of intergenerational relationships and ambivalence, highlighting the importance of

examining the perspectives of both mothers and fathers. In addition, the findings endorse the

importance of including parental assessments of all children in the family when studying

intergenerational ambivalence, as opposed to a single focal child. As a number of

researchers have suggested (Kiecolt, Blieszner, & Salva, 2011; Willson et al., 2006),

including multiple children allows analyses regarding parental differentiation among

individual children as well as differences among gender pairs.

We recommend that future research expand the study of differences in mothers’ and fathers’

ambivalence regarding their adult children, addressing questions we have identified that

were beyond the scope of the present study. Such efforts are particularly important given the

role that ambivalence has been found to play in relationship quality and psychological well-

being (e.g., Fingerman, Pitzer, Lefkowitz, Birditt, & Mroczek, 2008; Kiecolt et al., 2011;

Suitor et al., 2011). Finally, the neglect of fathers in research on intergenerational

ambivalence should be addressed in future studies. The findings presented here, that fathers

reported higher levels of ambivalence and that predictors of ambivalence differ by gender,

call for additional comparative study of both fathers and mothers.
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Figure 1.
FITTED INTERACTION PLOT DEPICTING LEVELS OF AMBIVALENCE TOWARD SONS AND DAUGHTERS FOR MOTHERS AND FATHERS.
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Table 1

Demographic Information for Mothers, Fathers, and Adult Children (N = 699)

Variable Mothers (n = 129) Fathers (n = 129) Adult Children (n = 441)

Age in years (M, SD) 69.6 (3.3) 70.6 (4.5) 41.6 (5.5)

Married (%) 70.7

Education (%)

 Less than high school 9.3 12.4 2.8

 High school graduate 28.7 24.0 17.7

 At least some college 17.8 8.5 10.7

 College graduate 36.5 50.4 66.0

Employed (%) 28.7 38.0 86.3

Race (% Black) 5.0 5.0

No. children (M, SD) / percentage
 children with offspring

3.4 (1.5) 3.4 (1.5) 70.7

Adult children’s gender (% daughters) 49.0
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Table 2

Multilevel Parameter Estimates for Parental Ambivalence (N = 441)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Parameter
Estimates

Unstandardized
Coefficient SE Unstandardized

Coefficient SE Unstandardized
Coefficient SE Unstandardized

Coefficient SE

 Intercept 2.33*** 0.08 2.17*** 0.10 2.64*** 0.20 2.44*** 0.21

 Father .29*** 0.09 0.25** 0.10 0.65*** 0.18

 Parent age 0.05 0.07 0.06 0.07

 Parent race −0.47 0.34 −0.46 0.34

 Parent health −0.12 0.06 −0.14 0.06

 Child female 0.04 0.10 0.23† 0.13

 Child marital status 0.64*** 0.13 −0.50* 0.16

 Child has children 0.14 0.12 0.13 0.13

 Child education −0.16* 0.06 −0.04 0.08

 Child employed −0.11 0.15 −0.19 0.14

 Child deviant problems 0.23 0.18 0.21 0.18

 Child value similarity 0.32*** 0.05 −.42*** 0.06

 Child proximity 0.01 0.06 0.01 0.05

 Father × Child female −0.40* 0.17

 Father × Child marital status −0.31† 0.19

 Father × Child education −0.22* 0.09

 Father × Child similarity 0.22* 0.09

Variance components

 Family 0.59 0.59 0.48 0.49

 Family × Child 0.13 0.15 0 0

 Residual 1.63 1.59 1.51 1.48

†
p < .10.

*
p < .05.

**
p < .01.

***
p < .001.
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