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Abstract

Objective—We examine whether racial and socioeconomic factors influence older adults’
likelihood of experiencing instability in their social network ties with their adult children.

Background—~Recent work shows that socially disadvantaged older adults’ social networks are
more unstable and exhibit higher rates of turnover, perhaps due to greater exposure to broader
social-environmental instability. We consider whether this network instability applies to older
adults’ ties with their adult children, which are often the closest and most reliable social ties in
later life.

Methods—We use two waves of data from the National Social Life, Health, and Aging Project
(N=1,456), a nationally representative, longitudinal study of older Americans. Through a series of
multivariate regression models, we examine how race and education are associated with how
frequently older adults reported being in contact with child network members, and how likely
older adults were to stop naming their children as network members over time.

Results—African American and less educated individuals reported significantly more frequent
contact with their adult child network members than did whites and more educated individuals.
Nevertheless, these populations were also more likely to stop naming their children as network
confidants over time.

Conclusion—African American and less educated older adults are at greater risk of losing
access to the supports and other resources that are often provided by adult children, or of not being
able to consistently draw on them as they age, despite the fact that these ties demonstrate greater
potential for support exchange at baseline.
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Later life is a time of transitions and challenges — a time when individuals and those around
them must sometimes adapt to sudden changes in life circumstances. A growing body of
research emphasizes the implications of social network ties for important outcomes such as
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loneliness and well-being during this period of life (e.g., Ashida & Heaney, 2008; Steptoe et
al., 2013; York Cornwell & Waite 2009), so more social scientists have begun to study how,
exactly, older adults’ social networks change with age. This work provides evidence that,
contrary to the stereotypical image of social idleness, social networks in later life are
typically characterized by considerable change — the loss of old ties, the addition of new
ones, and varying degrees of turnover (Schwartz & Litwin, 2018). These changes affect even
the closest of older adults’ social ties. For example, one study finds that 93% of older adults
experience some form of change or turnover in their core discussion networks over a five-
year period (Cornwell et al. 2014).

One important pattern that has begun to emerge in this body of work is that the kinds of
changes that occur within older adults’ social networks appear to vary by social
disadvantage. Building on the observation that disadvantaged groups are more likely to be
exposed to an entire constellation of adverse circumstances that give rise to social-
environmental instability (e.g., higher rates of unemployment, eviction, neighborhood
disorder, and health problems and mortality among one’s family and friends), scholars have
begun to explore the possibility that network instability is more common within socially and
materially disadvantaged groups. Indeed, researchers have found that the nature of changes
in important features of social networks, such as their composition, varies by race and
socioeconomic status (Ajrouch, Antonucci, & Janevic, 2001; Shaw, Krause, Liang, &
Bennett, 2007). African Americans and lower-SES individuals experience more losses or
departures of core social network members during a given period of time than do whites and
higher-SES individuals (Cornwell, 2015; Fischer & Beresford, 2015; Schafer & Vargas,
2016). Even prior to entering later life, African Americans are more likely than whites to
experience the death of a member of their immediate family network (Umberson et al.,
2017). This is not to say that we would not expect to see variation in levels of network
stability among more advantaged social groups, such as whites and highly educated
professionals, especially when there is variation in their exposure to specific adverse life
circumstances. But the above findings do suggest that socially disadvantaged older adults in
particular have less stable social networks in general.

To date, we know little about how, exactly, the material and social aspects of disadvantage
shape older adults’ social networks, or through what mechanisms. Perhaps more importantly,
we know little about how far these aspects of disadvantage reach into older adults’ social
networks. Does social disadvantage in later life entail such extreme social-environmental
turbulence that it shakes the very core of older adults’ social networks? To explore this
question, we assess the impact of disadvantage on what are usually seen as the strongest and
most durable ties that older adults can maintain — their ties to their adult children.
Relationships with adult children are usually thought to provide the broadest and most
robust pathways of support and resource exchange in later life (Swartz, 2009). As older
adults often face the loss of key sources of social support (such as a spouse), bonds with
adult children often become increasingly important with age (Fingerman et al., 2013).
Indeed, the availability and quality of parent-adult child relationships have been linked to a
range of outcomes for aging parents, including psychological and physical well-being, as
well as mortality risk (Fingerman et al. 2008; Silverstein & Bengtson, 1991; Swartz, 2009;
Umberson, 1992; Ward 2008).
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The stability of the parent-adult child tie is an important issue for many reasons. Growing
evidence suggests that socially disadvantaged individuals have less access to valuable forms
of social capital (e.g., Lin, 2000; McDonald, Lin, & Ao, 2009) — including in later life
(Ajrouch, Antonucci, & Janevic, 2001). This may especially be the case for African
American and less educated older adults who are less likely to marry than are whites and
more educated individuals (Cherlin, 2010). Likewise, given the higher mortality rates among
African Americans and socioeconomically disadvantaged individuals (Levine et al., 2001),
even those who do marry are more likely to lack spousal support as they age. As
intergenerational exchange is a key means of accessing a range of social resources (e.g., Lin
& Wu, 2014), unstable social network ties to adult children may be especially problematic
for the available resources and well-being of socially disadvantaged older adults.
Understanding variation in the stability of network ties to adult children by race and SES
may highlight an overlooked dimension of inequality in the aging process, and even advance
our understanding of health disparities among older Americans (e.g., Adler and Stewart,
2010).

In this study, we examine whether some older adults’ relationships with their adult children
are particularly unstable, as evidenced by the loss or exclusion of their adult children from
their core social networks over time. Using data from waves 1 and 2 of the National Social
Life, Health, and Aging Project (NSHAP), we examine how two dimensions of social
disadvantage — race and socioeconomic status — may relate to the stability of parent-child
relationships in a population-based sample of older adults. We pay particular attention to
whether any disadvantage-related variation in the stability of adult-child network ties exists
net of frequency of contact among older adults and their adult child network confidants.
Finally, we consider certain mechanisms through which social disadvantage may shape the
loss or exclusion of adult children from social networks in later life.

Intergenerational Social Network Ties in Later Life

Despite numerous claims about the decline of the American family, parent-adult child ties
continue to constitute a primary channel of practical, emotional, and instrumental support
(Swartz, 2009). The increase in life expectancy in the United States, coupled with trends
toward smaller nuclear families, have led to greater opportunities for intergenerational
contact and support exchange across the life course (Bengtson, 2001).

One of the most consequential features of an older adult’s social networking is the frequency
of contact with their adult children. Indeed, frequency of contact is often used as a measure
of the relative strength of older adults’ core network relationships, degree of alienation from
close ties, and intergenerational solidarity more generally (Ward, Deane, & Spitze 2014;
Silverstein, Bengtson, & Lawton 1997). Such contact represents the necessary basis for
support exchange and assistance — the “opportunity structure” for social support flow that
distinctively characterizes filial bonds — as well as a general measure of intergenerational
connectedness (Hank 2007; Lawton, Silverstein, & Bengtson, 1994). As demographic trends
in residential mobility and family complexity make physical and emotional distance between
parents and their children more likely, frequency of contact serves as a key measure of
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intergenerational cohesion and potential for support exchange within the contemporary
family system (Bengtson 2001; Swartz 2009).

Despite the link between frequency of contact and social support exchange, it is important to
note that high contact ties are not necessarily high guality ties. Theory on family
relationships emphasizes that aspects of intergenerational solidarity are multidimensional.
Varying degrees of contact, for example, can occur alongside varying degrees of intimacy,
agreement, and other dimensions (Bengtson, Giarrusso, Mabry, & Silverstein, 2002). Indeed,
the coexistence of seemingly contradictory relationship characteristics (for example, a high
degree of intimacy and a high degree of conflict), appropriately reflects the complexity and
dynamic nature of intergenerational relationships (Bengtson et al., 2002; Luescher &
Pillemer, 1998).

A key maotivation of this article is the growing body of research that highlights racial and
socioeconomic differences in how parent-child ties are experienced, with particular attention
to family contact and social support. Contact is a pathway for support exchange to take
place, a means of gaining information about one another’s needs and resources, as well as a
form of social support in and of itself (Kalmijn, 2016; Ward, Deane, & Spitze, 2014).
African Americans tend to maintain larger, more supportive, and emotionally closer family
structures (Stack, 1974), maintaining more frequent contact with kin than do whites, and
providing more support to aging parents (e.g., Taylor, Chatters, Woodward, & Brown, 2013).
More often than whites, African Americans tend to endorse stronger filial obligations and
norms around younger adults’ assistance to older adults (Burr & Mutchler 1999; Coleman,
Ganong, & Rothrauff, 2006).

Similarly, lower-SES older adults expend more total effort to support adult children, despite
having fewer material resources (Fingerman et al., 2015), perhaps partly because adult
children constitute otherwise-scarce sources of identity, meaning, and personal reward (Edin
& Kefalas, 2011). Less educated older adults also rely more on informal advice and
instrumental support from their adult children in navigating the financial and legal processes
that accompany life transitions such as widowhood and retirement (Ha, Carr, Utz, & Nesse,
2006). The same may be true with regard to health care decision-making, as lower levels of
education are associated with poorer health literacy and weaker feelings of personal control
over one’s well-being (Adler & Ostrove, 1999; Mirowsky & Ross, 1998). As higher-SES
individuals tend to have more financial resources to access formal care (Szinovacz & Davey,
2007), lower-SES older adults may depend more on adult children to fulfill the instrumental
and practical needs that can accompany aging.

In sum, prior work underscores that for socially disadvantaged groups, the parent-adult child
bond is an especially critical pathway for accessing social support, particularly those
resources that may be increasingly sought after with age. Thus, we expect to find greater
contact among socially disadvantaged older adults and their adult children, representing the
means of support exchange, care provision, and awareness of one another’s needs (Ward et
al., 2014).
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Social Network Instability in Later Life

While much research examines contact among parents and adult children in the context of
social support, less attention has been paid to the dynamics of parent-adult child ties over
time (Ward et al., 2014). It is here, as we argue below, that the notion that stronger
intergenerational bonds prevail within disadvantaged groups may be questioned. Most work
on parent-adult child dynamics considers age-related patterns in support exchange,
proposing how specific life-course transitions for both older parents (e.g., widowhood,
retirement, etc.) and their adult children (e.g., employment transitions, divorce, childbearing,
etc.) impact frequency of contact and social support availability (Guiaux, Van Tilburg, &
Broese Van Groenou, 2007; Shaw et al., 2007). Other research finds that intergenerational
ties tend to exhibit continuity over time, with most change surrounding the increased
dependency of aging parents, often due to health declines and widowhood (Hogerbrugge &
Silverstein, 2015).

In addition to life-course determinants, frequency of contact is an additional relational factor
that is likely related to parent-child tie stability. As a key dimension of intergenerational
solidarity, more frequent contact is associated with greater affection and attachment, and is
often used by scholars to infer relationship quality, strength, and continuity (e.g., Hank
2007; Kalmijn 2006, 2016; Silverstein, Bengtson, & Lawton, 1997). As some life-course
theories suggest, older adults may intentionally maintain their most intimate social network
ties, seeking to preserve those relationships that are highest in contact and support
(Carstensen, 1992). In light of this research, more frequent contact between older adults and
their adult child network members may reduce instability in parent-child relations in later
life.

Social Disadvantage and Social Network Instability

Although it is apparent that socially disadvantaged individuals maintain more frequent
intergenerational contact and support exchange, it is difficult to ignore the chronic social and
environmental instability that these individuals experience — or the implications of this
experience for the stability of their social networks. For example, lower-SES individuals are
more often exposed to eviction and incarceration — processes that often force displacement
and separation (Desmond, Gershenson, & Kiviat, 2015; Pettit & Western, 2004).
Neighborhood-level disadvantage, too, may be associated with the erosion or lack of
establishments such as community centers that serve as important loci of network
development and support exchange (Sampson 2012; Small, 2006). Additionally, the stress
and lack of social control often experienced by individuals living in disadvantaged
neighborhoods (Boardman, Finch, Ellison, Williams, & Jackson, 2001; Diez Roux, 2003)
may compromise one’s capacity to maintain stable network ties over time.

While social disadvantage may be studied through a number of different lenses (e.g., race,
ethnicity, income, education), we focus specifically on race and educational attainment.
Much of the research on intergenerational relationships has focused on differences between
whites and African Americans, as well as educational attainment as an indicator of SES.
Likewise, many of the social and institutional processes thought to influence social network
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stability — including parent-child ties — are disproportionately experienced by African
Americans and those with little formal education. We list some of these processes below:

. African Americans are overrepresented at all points of criminal justice system
processing, including prosecution, sentencing, and incarceration (Kutateladze,
Andiloro, Johnson, & Spohn, 2014; Pettit & Western, 2004), contributing to the
uncertainty, distrust, and stress that can tax social relationships (Goffman, 2009;
Smith, 2010).

. Job turnover and unemployment — experienced more frequently by African
Americans and less educated individuals (United States Department of Labor,
Bureau of Labor Statistics 2018; Dawkins, Shen, & Sanchez, 2005), — can lead to
changes in everyday social contacts, and need for instrumental and financial
supports. Likewise, labor market disadvantage in the form of low pay and non-
standard work hours (Presser, 2003) may contribute to financial need, while also
making it difficult to sustain social contact with close others with dissimilar work
schedules.

. Foreclosure and eviction are patterned along distinct racial lines, contributing to
African Americans’ experience of residential instability, and taxing core network
ties with more frequent instrumental needs (Desmond & Shollenberger, 2015;
Desmond & Valdez, 2013; Hall, Crowder, & Spring, 2015).

. Disruptions to family structure, including divorce, re-partnering, and single
parenthood, are more common among those with less education, and can
contribute to changes in core support ties, particularly among parents and
children (Kaufman & Uhlenberg, 1998; Martin, 2006 and Guzzo 2014).

. African American families are more likely than white families to live in
disadvantaged neighborhoods, characterized by spatially concentrated poverty,
crime, and mistrust (Massey, Condran, & Denton, 1987; Ross, Mirowsky, &
Pribesh, 2001). Along these lines, African Americans and people of low SES are
more likely to experience dilapidated or otherwise disordered household contexts
(Frumkin, 2005) — conditions that may be shaped by a lack of social network
support (York Cornwell, 2016).

In light of these observations, we focus on race and educational attainment as measures of
social disadvantage given a number of processes disproportionately experienced by African
American and less educated older adults, and which we expect to influence network
dynamics. We are careful to note that our focus on race is based on extensive sociological
literature considering how African Americans have historically been less advantaged relative
to whites on many of dimensions of socioeconomic status, and that race reflects a number of
macro-level processes (e.g., discrimination, structural racism) that influence individuals’ life
chances in important ways (e.g., Ho & Elo 2013; Massey, Condran, & Denton 1987). While
we cannot measure individuals’ experiences with each of the aforementioned processes, we
recognize that race and education are among the fundamental social-structural forces that
“...bestow benefits and impose constraints upon an individual in the context of
intergenerational linkages” (Lawton, Silverstein, & Bengston, 1994, p. 59). These processes
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may be experienced older parents and/or their children, in either case potentially straining
the stability of the parent-child tie. We therefore operationalize race and education as
measures of social disadvantage much in the same way used by fundamental cause theory in
relation to health disparities (Link & Phelan, 1995; Phelan & Link 2005). The set of social
conditions listed above are inextricably linked to race and education, and can directly
influence social network change.

The present study

An urgent question, then, is to what extent the parent-adult child bond is a stable social tie
for individuals that are more likely to experience unstable social and environmental
circumstances. As prior research suggests that socially disadvantaged older adults maintain
greater contact and support exchange with their adult children, one might expect that the
parent-adult child bond is resilient to the more general instability that plagues the networks
of socially disadvantaged older adults (Cornwell, 2015; Fischer & Beresford, 2015). At the
same time, many of the processes discussed above are specific to the family system, or
known to strain family relationships, such as divorce and remarriage of an older adult or
adult child, adult children’s employment transitions, and changes in aging parents’ health,
which can significantly disrupt intergenerational exchanges (e.g., Hogerbrugge &
Silverstein, 2015; Kaufman & Uhlenberg, 1998). The parent-adult child tie may therefore be
particularly vulnerable to social-environmental influences on social network stability.

Our goal is to better understand how, if at all, racial and socioeconomic factors influence
older adults’ likelihood of experiencing instability in their ties with their adult children. We
approach this goal in two steps. We first examine the extent to which race and education are
each associated with frequency of contact with child network members. Prior research
suggests that such contact is an important basis for support exchange and intergenerational
solidarity, while also serving as a general means of gaining awareness of others’ needs
(Kalmijn, 2016; Ward et al., 2014). For socially disadvantaged older adults, circumstances in
the broader social environment may create a higher demand for more frequent contact
among parents and children relative to more advantaged older adults and their children.

Second, we consider whether African American and less educated older adults are more
likely to experience the loss of a child network member over a five year period, while
accounting for reported contact with these network members at baseline. Whereas broader
environmental instability may warrant greater parent-child contact, we examine whether
instability in parent-child ties is patterned by social disadvantage and, importantly, whether
instability occurs in spite of how often parents are in contact with their children — a
relationship quality that may be indicative of a tie’s function and protective of tie
dissolution, while simultaneously reflective of the same social circumstances that may tax
tie stability.

Longitudinal research on social disadvantage and older adults’ personal networks
emphasizes that African American and less educated older adults experience more network
losses due to death than white and college-educated respondents (Cornwell, 2015). Less
educated older adults also retain fewer non-kin ties over time (Fischer & Beresford, 2015),
while lower income individuals retain fewer network ties that provide informal social
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resources (Schafer & Vargas, 2016). Much of this work suggests that circumstances
associated with social disadvantage make it difficult for individuals to retain more peripheral
network ties (e.g., neighbors, friends, coworkers, etc.). We add to this research by
specifically considering the stability of parent-adult child social network relationships,
adding to our understanding of how social inequality intersects with perhaps the broadest
social resource in older adults’ core support systems (Fingerman et al., 2011).

Data and Method

To address these research questions, we use data from Waves 1 and 2 of the National Social
Life, Health, and Aging Project (NSHAP). The NSHAP is a nationally representative panel
study of community-dwelling older adults that focuses largely on health, well-being, and
social relationships in later life (Suzman, 2009). Wave 1 was conducted in 2005-2006 and
included 3,005 in-home interviews with respondents ages 57-85, as well as a leave-behind
questionnaire. The final response rate was 75.5%. Wave 2 was conducted in 2010-2011, and
includes interviews with 75.2% (N = 2,261) of surviving and eligible Wave 1 respondents.

Social Network Assessment

As part of the in-home interviews, respondents were asked about individuals with whom
they discussed important matters over the course of the year. This name generator is
commonly used to elicit respondents’ core confidants (i.e., “egocentric network data”) who
are also key sources of social support (Bailey & Marsden, 1999; Marsden 1987; c.f.,
Bearman & Parigi, 2004). Respondents could name up to five network members (i.e.,
“alters™), who were recorded in Roster A. Roster B included the respondent’s partner if s/he
had one that was not named in Roster A. Respondents were also asked if there was any one
other person to whom they were especially close. If so, this person was added in Roster C.
Respondents reported their relationship to each alter (e.g., spouse, child, friend, etc.), how
often they talk to each alter, emotional closeness with each alter, and how often each alter
talks with every other alter.

Our outcomes of interest are respondents’ average frequency of contact with their child
network alters, and whether at Wave 2 respondents did 7ot name at least one child network
alter who was named at Wave 1 (discussed below). Frequency of contact is a fundamental
basis of social relationships (van Gaalen, Dykstra, & Komter, 2010), and older adults tend to
maintain contact with more supportive network alters (Shaw et al., 2007). In the absence of
more explicit measures of parent-child tie strength or support exchange, and in line with
other research on this topic (Kalmijn, 2006, 2016), we use frequency of contact as the best
available indicator of relationship strength and access to social support (and the necessary
structure for support provision/exchange to take place). We measure frequency of contact as
the average of respondents’ reports of how often they talk to each child alter named at Wave
1 (1 = /ess than once a year, 8 = every day). The NSHAP did not restrict the definition of
“talk” to in-person contact, and respondents were free to interpret “talk” as various forms of
contact (i.e., phone, email, etc.).
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Child alter loss

After collecting the network rosters at Wave 2, interviewers showed respondents a visual
presentation of all alters from Rosters A-C for both waves, and asked respondents to confirm
matches between the two rosters. For alters who were named at Wave 1 but not at Wave 2,
respondents were asked to provide a reason for those losses. These responses were later
coded by the NSHAP team and grouped into categories including: the alter died, the alter or
respondent moved, the alter or respondent experienced health problems, there was a falling
out/disagreement/conflict, the alter and respondent “drifted apart,” the alter or respondent
changed jobs or retired, or the tie was lost for some “other” reason. We code respondents as
experiencing child alter loss if they reported at least one child as a network member at Wave
1 (as part of Rosters A or C), but do not report that same child as a network member again at
Wave 2. This is our primary measure of child network loss.

Independent Variables

We use respondents’ self-reported race and educational attainment as indicators of social
disadvantage. Race is categorized white, African American, or other race. We classify
educational attainment as less than high school, high school or equivalent, or more than high
school. In addition, we control for age (divided by 10, to make the age coefficient more
meaningful), marital status, whether respondents were working at Wave 1, gender and
ethnicity (Latino/a versus not Latino/a). We also include a number of egocentric network
measures that may be associated with social network instability. It may be more difficult to
maintain close ties with a larger number of network members — those with larger networks
may be more likely to lose network members between waves, all else equal. We therefore
control for baseline network size (total number of alters named at Wave 1), and the number
of child alters at Wave 1. Respondents with more kin-based networks may also be less likely
to experience the loss of a child network alter, as children may have ties to other kin, which
may facilitate a stable parent-child relationship. Proportion of kin is measured as the
proportion of alters related to the respondent by blood or marriage. We control also control
for respondents’ average emotional closeness to child network members (1 = not very close,
4 = extremely close) as a reflection of tie intimacy or quality — an additional dimension of
intergenerational solidarity that is distinct from frequency of contact, but that may also
protect against tie instability. Older adults may be less likely to experience the loss of a child
network tie if they report greater emotional closeness at Wave 1. Residing with a child alter
may also reduce instability in these ties. We therefore also include an indicator of whether
one reports living with a child alter at Wave 1 (1 = yes). Finally, we control for self-rated
mental and physical health at Wave 1 (poor, fair, good, very good, or excellent).
Respondents in better health may be more capable of maintaining ties with children and
providing them with various supports, while poor or declining health may influence whether
children serve as a core contact and source of social support for the respondent. Table 1
presents descriptive statistics for these variables.

Analytic Strategy

Our analyses proceeds in two stages. In the first stage, we use ordinary least squares (OLS)
regression to model the relationships between race, education, and frequency of contact with

J Marriage Fam. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2019 October 01.



1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Goldman and Cornwell Page 10

Results

child network alters, as the outcome of interest is continuous. These analyses test whether
social disadvantage is related to frequency of contact among older adults and their children.
The more frequently one is in contact with network members, the greater the opportunity for
these ties to serve as pathways for resource exchange, social support, information
transmission, and generally monitoring one another’s well-being. In the second stage, we
use logistic regression to examine whether race and education explain differences in the
stability of ties to adult children between waves, given that the outcome in these models is
dichotomous (whether or not a tie to an adult child was lost between waves). Both sets of
models proceed in a stepwise fashion, ultimately controlling for the same set of independent
variables described in the prior section. Importantly, the second set of models also includes
frequency of contact with child alters as a covariate, given its association with relationship
strength and continuity. Any tendencies in contact with children by race and education
evident in the first models may explain a relationship between social disadvantage and the
loss of ties to adult children — a key phenomenon of interest in this study.

We limit our analyses to the 1,456 respondents that participated in both waves, have non-
missing values on all variables included in the models, and who report at least one child as a
network alter at Wave 1. Attrition is the most significant source of missing data. Of the
1,979 Wave 1 participants that report at least one child alter, 457 did not participate in Wave
2. An additional 42 respondents were excluded due to problems completing the network
matching exercise or missing data on race, ethnicity, and/or self-rated health. Given our
interest in racial and SES differences in maintaining parent-child ties, rather than differences
in mortality, we exclude 24 respondents who only report having lost a child alter because the
child died. This helps to ensure a more conservative test of the idea that other factors also
combine to create less stable environments for ongoing social relationships.

We use a propensity score weighting scheme to account for the possibility that those
respondents included in the analyses systematically differ from those excluded from our
final models (Morgan and Todd 2008). We first use a logit model to determine respondents’
probability of inclusion in our models, using a number of sociodemographic, network, and
health-related variables that may predict exclusion from our sample on the basis of attrition
or missing data. We then multiply the inverse of this probability by the NSHAP Wave 1
respondent-level weights. Using these adjusted weights attenuates the impact of selection
bias, and derives model estimates that are more like estimates that would be derived had all
respondents been included in the analysis. All models also use the NSHAP sample
clustering and stratification to account for sample selection at Wave 1.

Within the analytic sample, the number of child network members listed at Wave 1 ranged
from 1 to 6. The majority of respondents included one (46.6%) or two (33.3%) children as
alters. Among those that included more than one child alter, there was little variation in how
frequently respondents reported having contact with each child alters, indicating that
respondents were in contact with their child alters with a similar degree of regularity.
Respondents generally reported having frequent contact with child network alters, averaging
between one and several times a week in the sample overall. The majority (N = 951) spoke
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with their child network members between everyday and several times a week, on average,
while 346 reported average contact between once a week and several times a week, 106
between once every two weeks and once a week, 46 between once a month and once every
two weeks, and 7 averaging less than once a month.

Despite these general patterns, frequency of contact with child network alters differed
significantly by race and education. In bivariate analyses comparing African Americans and
whites, white older adults reported having contact with child alters between once and several
times a week, whereas African Americans reported having contact with child alters between
several times a week and every day (F= 37.89, p< .001). Individuals with less than a high
school education had contact with child alters between several times a week and every day,
whereas older adults with more than a high school education reported talking with child
network alters between once and several times a week (F= 21.34, p<.001). As shown in
Models 1 and 2 of Table 2, African Americans and older adults of other races reported
significantly more frequency contact with child network alters than did whites at Wave 1 (p
<.001 and p < .05, respectively). The least educated group of older adults reported
significantly more frequent contact with child alters than did members of the most educated
group (p <.001), as did those with a high school degree or equivalent (p <.05). Consistent
with this pattern, those with a high school degree or equivalent reported less frequent contact
with child alters less than did those with less than a high school degree (adjusted Wald F=
5.42, p<.05).

Model 3 of Table 2 suggests that these patterns were generally robust to the inclusion of
relevant controls. African Americans and those with less than a high school education or
equivalent reported significantly more frequent contact with child network alters than did
whites and those in the most educated group (p < .001 and p < .01, respectively). In this
model, there was no significant difference in average contact with child network alters
among those with less than a high school education and those with a high school degree or
equivalent.

Being Latino/a and female were each associated with more frequent contact with child
confidants (0 < .05 and p < .001, respectively). Living with a child network member and
greater emotional closeness with child network members were also strongly positively
associated with more frequent contact with child confidants (p < .001 for both variables).
Although overall network size was not statistically significant, having a greater number of
children in one’s personal network was negatively associated with average contact with child
network members (p < .05).

Loss of Ties of Adult Children

We now turn to our analysis of the loss of ties to adult children. Of the NSHAP respondents
who reported at least one adult child in their baseline network, 35.4% lost a child from their
network between waves. It is worth taking a moment to consider the nature of these losses.
Respondents were given the opportunity to provide a brief (usually one sentence)
explanation for why a Wave 1 alter was not listed again at Wave 2. Although many responses
were too ambiguous to interpret due to brevity or lack of specificity, 23.9% (the modal
explanation) attributed the loss of a child alter to either their own or their child’s residential
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change (e.g., “He lives in [distant town/city]’). Approximately 21.4% of respondents who
lost a child alter between waves described themselves as still being in touch with their
children, but not as confidants (e.g., “/We’re] still in touch”). Other respondents (17.5%)
explicitly cited life course events such as family (“fHe] got married and had a family”), and
employment (“...she works all the time, unlike in 2005™) as reasons for the network loss. A
few older adults cited their own or their child’s health problems (4.1%) or conflict (3.3%)
(e.0., “We don’t get along”) as circumstances explaining the fact that they did not list a child
confidant in their Wave 2 network roster.

The data suggest that social disadvantage is associated with the probability of experiencing a
loss such as those described above. Approximately 35% of whites experienced the loss of a
tie to an adult child between waves, compared to roughly 37% of African Americans.
Among respondents with more than a high school education or a high school degree, 34%
and 33% of older adults, respectively, ceased to report a child alter at Wave 2 that they
included in their network at Wave 1, compared to 42% of older adults with less than a high
school education. Multivariate analyses that accounted for both social disadvantage and
contact with child alters suggest that race and education were significantly associated with
the loss of ties to adult children between waves. Table 3 presents the of the multivariate
logistic regression models using marginal effects that hold all other covariates at their mean
values, avoiding issues in comparing log-odds and odds ratios across models, and making
the results more substantively interpretable (Mood 2009).

As shown in Model 1, when all other covariates are held at their mean values, the probability
that African Americans experienced the loss of a child alter was 11% greater than that for
whites (p < .05). Put differently, the odds of reporting a child alter at Wave 1 but not again at
Wave 2 were 58.7% higher for African American older adults than they were for whites
[odds ratio (OR) = 1.587, 95% confidence interval (CI) (1.099, 2.292)]. This relationship
emerged net of average frequency of contact with child confidants. For each increase in
average contact with child alters, the probability of experiencing the loss of child alter
decreased by 11.6% (OR = .606, 95% CI (.518, .709), p < .001). In Model 2, the probability
of losing a child alter was 14.2% greater for those with less than a high school education
than it was for those with more than a high school education (p < .01). The odds of
experiencing such a loss were 81.5% higher (OR = 1.815, 95% CI (1.258, 2.618) for the
least educated group than for the most educated group. Those with a high school degree or
equivalent were also significantly less likely to experience the loss of a child alter than were
those with less than a high school education (adjusted Wald ~= 13.03, p < .001), though
there was no significant difference between those with a high school degree and those with
more than this level of education. These differences emerged net of contact with child alters,
while the probability of experiencing the loss of a child a decreased by 11.7% (o < .001)
with each increase in average contact with child alters (OR =.603, 95% CI (.515, .705)).

Finally, Model 3 considers the likelihood of the loss of a child alter when accounting for
social disadvantage and contact with child alters, and net of other controls. Overall, the
results were consistent with those in Models 1 and 2. For African Americans, the probability
of losing a child alter was 13% greater than it is for whites, holding all other covariates at
their mean values (p < .01). The odds of African Americans experiencing this type of
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network change were 73.4% higher (OR = 1.734, 95% CI (1.167, 2.578)) than their white
counterparts. For the least educated respondents, the probability of experiencing this kind of
network change is 17% greater than the most educated group (p < .01). Respondents with
less than a high school education were also significantly more likely to report losing a child
network alter than those with a high school degree or equivalent (adjusted Wald ~=9.47, p
<.01). Still, the negative relationship between average contact with child alters and their loss
between waves was robust. For each increase in average contact, the probability of losing
this kind of tie decreased by 9.7% (p < .001).

These results suggest that socially disadvantaged older adults were significantly more likely
to report losing child alters, despite having greater contact with them at baseline. To test
whether these findings are specific to child alters, we used the covariates included in Table 3
to predict the loss of any network member other than a child between Waves 1 and 2
(supplementary table A1). We further limited the sample for this analysis to respondents that
also included a non-child alter at Wave 1 (and therefore have the potential to experience the
loss of a non-child tie between waves). This results in the exclusion of 59 respondents (N =
1,397).

African Americans were no more likely to report the loss of a non-child alter than were
whites, and there were no statistically significant differences by education. Those of other
races, however, had a 9.5% greater probability of reporting the loss of a non-child network
alter than did whites older adults (p < .05). Frequency of contact with these alters was
strongly negatively associated with the likelihood of losing them as network confidants,
consistent with our child-specific results (o < .001). These findings also suggest that in the
case of non-child network members, confidant loss may have been more related to marital
status and physical health than to social disadvantage. Figure 1 shows the predicted
probability of child versus non-child alter loss by race and education. The likelihood of
experiencing the loss of any non-child alter was notably higher than the likelihood of losing
a child alter across all racial and educational groups, holding all other covariates at their
means. Only in the case of child alter loss, however, was the likelihood of experiencing such
a loss significantly higher for socially disadvantaged older adults.

In supplemental analyses, we also considered whether our results were robust to the
exclusion of child alters that were co-residing with respondents at wave 1, as their inclusion
may lessen the need for supports from other non-co-residing children. These results were
consistent with those presented here (supplementary table A2), and suggest that our findings
do not depend on co-residency with adult children.

Finally, while our focus is on the link between social disadvantage and the loss of ties to
children, we considered models that examine the addition of child alters between waves,
given the possibility that parent-adult child support may be “activated” at different times
(Silverstein, Gans, & Yang, 2006), and that differences in the likelihood of loss may reflect
racial and educational differences in the availability of other children to serve as network
confidants. These results did not differ by race or by education (supplementary table A3).
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Why is Disadvantage Related to Child Confidant Loss?

The above analyses show that socially disadvantaged older adults are more likely to cease
including adult children as confidants over time. While we cannot systematically account for
the myriad of life-course events that may impact parent-adult child ties using the NSHAP,
we can leverage some additional data to shed light the circumstances behind these losses. A
supplemental multivariate analysis using the same controls in Table 3 (supplementary table
A4) indicates that African Americans are more than twice as likely than whites to report that
their child alter loss was due to residential change — that is, either the respondent or the child
changing residence or otherwise relocating between waves (OR = 2.103, 95% CI (1.094,
4.044), p< .05).

Among those who reported having a child confidant at Wave 1, the predicted probability
among African-Americans that they would report losing their child confidant due to
residential mobility is .101, which is about twice as large as the .051 probability that is
estimated for white older adults (see supplemental figure Al1). A similar, non-significant
trend is seen by SES (OR = 1.524, 95% CI (.863, 2.692)). The predicted probability of
attributing a lost child confidant tie to residential change among those who have less than a
high school education is .084, compared to .057 among those who had more than a high
school education. African Americans were more likely than whites to report that they were
still in touch with a child alter “lost” between waves (OR = 2.337, 95% CI [1.267, 4.311],
p<.01), with similar, yet nonsignificant trends.

Discussion and Conclusion

Motivated by recent evidence that the greater social-environmental instability that is faced
by socially disadvantaged groups translates into instability within their personal social
networks (Ajrouch, Antonucci, & Janevic, 2001; Cornwell, 2015; Fischer & Beresford,
2015; Shaw et al., 2007), we examined the link between social disadvantage and the stability
of what are often regarded as older adults’ strongest and most durable ties — their ties to their
adult children. Our analyses suggest that African Americans and people with little formal
education are less likely than others to retain their children as confidants within their core
social networks over the course of a five-year period. In short, it appears that those older
adults who perhaps most need the support and other resources that are often provided by
adult children may also be the most at risk of losing those ties, or not being able to
consistently draw on them.

In light of growing evidence that socially disadvantaged individuals have less access to
valuable forms of social capital (see Lin, 2000; McDonald, Lin, & Ao, 2009) — including in
later life (Ajrouch, Antonucci, & Janevic, 2001) — the idea that the intergenerational ties that
these individuals do have are less stable — despite demonstrating greater potential for support
exchange at Wave 1 — suggests an especially precarious situation for aging African
Americans and less educated individuals. The health and well-being of aging African
Americans and less educated individuals may be especially vulnerable given the instability
of this important source of social resources and supports. Future policy work may further
examine how the loss or weakening of parent-child bonds represents a consequential form of
social isolation for older adults in these populations.
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We note that our analyses reveal a somewhat paradoxical characteristic of these
intergenerational relationships. Because high contact ties tend to indicate relationship
strength and frequent resource and support exchange, it is not entirely surprising that
socially disadvantaged groups report more frequent contact with their children than do more
socially advantaged individuals. More surprising is the finding that these high contact ties
also appear to be less stable. Scholars have suggested that the instability associated with the
social environments of lower-SES individuals may foster the quick formation of strong,
supportive, yet short-lived ties (e.g., Desmond, 2012). To date, however, the concept of
“disposable ties” has pertained largely to non-kin relationships. Our results suggest that high
contact but unstable sources of social support may also extend to the family context.

This study provides some evidence that frequent relocation and other life course factors,
such as adult children progressing through various life transitions of their own (e.g.,
employment changes, having children, etc.) may explain the loss or weakening of ties to
adult children. Indeed, extensive research documents how problems in the lives of adult
children (e.g., unemployment, divorce) can cause considerable stress for parents (e.g.,
Fingerman et al. 2012; Greenfield & Marks 2006). As lower socioeconomic position is
associated with greater parental stress (Lantz et al. 2005), the parent-child tie may be
particularly susceptible to instability in light of the stressors and strains that such
problematic circumstances in the lives of adult children can evoke for parents. Those of
lower SES may be unable to provide resources to help support adult children in mitigating
related financial difficulties, and/or be faced with other stressful events (e.g., their own
unemployment or financial hardships) that may ultimately strain the strength of the parent-
child bond. Another possibility is that because the parent-child tie is an especially important
social support (e.g., Bengtson, 2001; Fingerman et al., 2013), the demands of parent-child
relationships may be higher among socially disadvantaged groups. When these demands are
extensive or are not adequately met, individuals may turn to other network ties and/or
withdraw from the parent-adult child relationship.

This analysis has several limitations. First, the NSHAP does not collect information on life-
course events of respondents’ child alters, or comprehensive contextual details about older
adults’ network changes. We are therefore unable to attribute child network loss due to
particular circumstances such as a child’s divorce, job loss, parenthood, etc., which prior
research shows to influence parent-adult child ties (e.g., Kaufman & Uhlenberg, 1998).
Likewise, these network losses may be due to other social and institutional processes known
to disproportionately impact socially disadvantaged families (e.g., unemployment, family
reconfiguration), but that were not explicitly captured by the NSHAP. Second, because the
network rosters include non-kin, some close ties to children may be under-reported by
respondents, especially those with numerous strong ties to non-kin. Third, seemingly
important changes in older adults’ ties to children may seem too specific to a particular
dimension of intergenerational ties to be broadly relevant, or may appear an artifact of the
survey module. A definitive defense requires additional data, but for now we highlight some
additional evidence of instability in disadvantaged respondents’ close family relationships.

NSHAP asked respondents how much they could rely on family members for support.
Within our analytic sample, 18.9% of African Americans reported at Wave 1 that they could
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“often” rely on family for support, but then reported at Wave 2 that they could do so only
“some of the time,” “rarely,” or “never.” This is greater than the 12.8% level observed
among non-African American respondents (XZ =4.044, p< .05). Similarly, 16.8% of parents
who had less than a high school education reported at Wave 1 that they could “often” rely on
their family for support but then only “some of the time,” “rarely,” or “never” at Wave 2 —
approximately 34% greater than the 12.5% level observed among those with at least a high
school education (X2 =2.240, p=.141). These results are marginal but consistent with the
broader finding that disadvantaged groups are more likely to experience instability in their
supportive family ties, though additional study is needed to determine whether this is
specific to ties to adult children.

Other supplemental models control for the number of children that respondents report
having at Wave 1 (capping this number at six or more), regardless of whether they are
included as network alters, given that family size may impact our focal relationship. Despite
the loss of some cases due to nonresponse, these analyses yield results that are generally
consistent with those presented in the main paper. African Americans were still more likely
to experience child network loss than were whites (OR = 1.465, 95% CI (.971, 2.210), p=.
068), and those with less than a high school education were more likely to experience child
network loss than were those more than a high school degree (OR = 2.036, 95% CI (1.269,
3.266), p< .01). As the significance of race falls slightly to marginal significance with this
covariate, future research may consider how the supports or demands of having more
children may influence the association between race and instability in the parent-adult child
bond.

A related concern is that the patterns of instability may be artifacts of questionnaire design.
It is possible, for example, that African Americans were unable to include some of their
Wave 1 child alters again at Wave 2 because their Wave 2 rosters were already full of other
alters. Supplemental analyses do not support this explanation. Disadvantaged older adults
who had lost adult child alter between Waves 1 and 2 actually had, on average, unused slots
in their confidant rosters at Wave 2 — which they presumably could have used to include any
close adult children (a total of 71.3% of African Americans had unused slots in Roster A,
compared to 59.3% of whites, and 73.6% of those with less than a high school education
compared to 55.2% of those with more than a high school degree). Given that disadvantaged
groups were more likely to report being “still in touch” with their Wave 1 child alters, we
speculate that the “losses” that we examined do in fact reflect an actual weakening of
intergenerational ties, which is more attributable to social-environmental instability than to
survey design issues.

Finally, because to date the NSHAP includes only two waves of data, we cannot consider
whether these network losses are relatively permanent, or whether children transition in and
out of older adults’ social networks over time. Future research using three or more waves of
data, combined with qualitative work on the lives of adult children, may explore the
possibility that adult children re-appear in their parents’ social networks once the demands
and obligations of their own lives lessen — that is, whether adult children’s own progression
through the life course may influence the racial and educational differences that we observe.
More broadly, additional data is necessary to unpack exactly what aspects of social
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disadvantage are driving this type of network change, including the actual degree to which
individuals are exposed to the various circumstances that we consider to be potential
contributors to the loss of ties to adult children.

Regardless, our findings provide evidence of a heretofore-underexplored, and somewhat
paradoxical role played by children in the dynamics of older adults’ close social networks.
Frequency of contact may appropriately reflect the availability of important social supports
and other forms of social exchange that sustain intergenerational bonds over time.
Nevertheless, social disadvantage— net of contact — warrants special attention in considering
how consistently older adults have access to the range of benefits linked to parent-child ties.
Social and institutional forces disproportionately experienced by African Americans and less
educated individuals may influence this type of network change, above and beyond what
might be predicted by frequency of contact or social support. These findings point to an
important avenue for ongoing research on intergenerational dynamics, beyond the point-in-
time characteristics of parent-adult child ties. Prior research underscores the role of parent-
adult relationship quality in influencing older adults’ physical and mental well-being (e.g.,
Fingerman et al. 2008; Ward 2008; Umberson, 1992). Future research may consider the
consequences of this type of network loss, including the degree to which this loss leads to
greater vulnerability among socially disadvantaged older adults. In particular, future studies
may consider whether the inconsistency of this tie as a stable source of support may explain
some of the poorer health outcomes that are evident among African Americans and lower-
SES individuals, especially in later life (e.g., Adler & Stewart, 2010; Pampel, Krueger, &
Denney, 2010). While extensive literature emphasizes the significance of intergenerational
bonds in later life, instability in ties to adult children could be an important contributor to
disparities in older adults’ well-being.

Supplementary Material

Refer to Web version on PubMed Central for supplementary material.
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Figure 1.

Predicted Probabilities of the Loss of Child and Non-Child Network Alters Between Waves,
By Race and Education.

Note: All predicted values are based on the full logistic regression models presented in Table
3 and supplemental analyses using the same covariates to predict non-child alter loss,
holding all other covariates constant at their mean values.

*p<.05; **p<.01; (Two-sided tests).
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Table 1

Descriptions, Weighted Means and Standard Deviations of Key Variables (V= 1,456).7

Page 23

Proportion or Weighted

Standard Deviation

Mean
Age at W1 (divided by 10) 6.804 .750
Female .565 496
Race
White .783 412
African American .148 .355
Other race .069 .253
Hispanic .106 .310
Education
Less than HS .199 .399
HS or equivalent .260 439
More than HS 541 498
Marital Status W1
Married .657 475
Separated/divorced 122 .327
Widowed 212 409
Never married .010 .100
Currently working W1 .341 474
Self-rated mental health
Poor .009 094
Fair .082 274
Good .260 438
Very Good .390 488
Excellent .259 438
Self-rated physical health
Poor .045 207
Fair 173 .378
Good .307 461
Very Good .332 A71
Excellent .143 .350
Network size W1 4.610 1.418
Number of child network alters W1 (Range: 1 — 6) 1.816 941
Proportion of kin in network W1 748 .229
Lives with a child network alter W1 (1 = yes) 127 .333
Loss of a child network alter (reasons other than death) .354 478
Average frequency of contact with child network alter W1 (1 = “Less than once a 6.767 1.071
year” and 8 = “Everyday™)
Average emotional closeness with child network alters W1 (1 = “Not very close” and 3.287 .581

4 = “Extremely close”)
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a . . . . - . .

Means are weighted using NSHAP Wave 1 respondent-level weights (adjusted for attrition and selection at Wave 2). Estimates are calculated for
all respondents who have non-missing data on key variables in the final model, and who report at least one child network alter at Wave 1.
Proportions are unweighted.
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Table 2

Page 25

Coefficients from OLS Models Predicting Average Frequency of Contact with Child Network Alters at Wave 1

(N=1,456).2
Predictor Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Race
(ref = White)
African American 5757 308
(.093) (.082)
Other race 375" 217
(.164) (.126)
Education
(ref = More than high school)
Less than high school 4457 2837*
(.096) (.086)
High school or equivalent 176~ 1727**
(.078) (.055)
Hispanic 236"
(.109)
Age (divided by 10) -.030
(.046)
Female .461***
(.063)
Marital Status W1
(ref = Married)
Separated/divorced -.232
(.124)
Widowed -.067
(.079)
Never married 275
(.234)
Currently working .023
(.082)
Network size W1 -.026
(.026)
Number of child network alters W1 -.093%
(.035)
Proportion of kin in network W1 .185
(.181)
Lives with a child network alter W1 749%%*
(.061)
Average emotional closeness with child network alters W1 5497
(.056)
Constant 6.695 6.634 ™ 48237
(.049) (.063) (.493)
R2 .029 .025 273
F(@) 19.17 77 (2,49) 11767 (2,49)  40.9177% (24, 27)
*
p<.05;
HoA
p<.01;
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*:

HA
p<.001 (two-sided tests). Standard errors in parentheses.
aEstimates are weighted using NSHAP Wave 1 respondent level weights (adjusted for attrition and selection at Wave 2). All models are survey-

adjusted and include controls for Wave 1 self-rated physical and mental health, which are not significant and not shown due to space constraints.
Applies only to respondents with at least one child network alter at Wave 1.
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Table 3

Page 27

Marginal Effects from Logit Models Predicting whether Respondents Lost a Child Alter (for reasons other
than death) between Waves 1 and 2 (V= 1,456).2

Predictor Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Race
(ref = White)
African American 110% 1307
(.045) (.048)
Other race .163 .084
(.086) (.088)
Education
(ref = More than high school)
Less than high school 14277 1707
(.044) (.054)
High school or equivalent .004 .017
(.034) (.034)
Hispanic .013
(.069)
Average frequency of contact with child network alters W1 —116%* —1177%* 097 ¥
(.019) (.019) (.019)
Age (divided by 10) -.044
(.024)
Female -.011
(.028)
Marital Status W1
(ref = Married)
Separated/divorced .052
(.058)
Widowed -.076
(.043)
Never married —oa1*
(.110)
Currently working .035
(.036)
Network size W1 .036
(.018)
Number of child network alters W1 1197
(.025)
Lives with a child network alter W1 -.024
(.050)
Proportion of kin in network W1 .048
(.101)
Average emotional closeness with child network alters W1 097"
(.031)

F(@r)

13.5077(3,48) 14.05™7%(3, 48)

4,287 (25, 26)

*
p<.05;

E
p<.01;

HokA

p<.001 (two-sided tests). Standard errors in parentheses.
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a . . . . . - .
Estimates are weighted using NSHAP Wave 1 respondent level weights (adjusted for attrition and selection at Wave 2). All models are survey-
adjusted and include controls for Wave 1 self-rated physical and mental health, which are not significant and not shown due to space constraints.

Applies only to respondents with at least one child network alter at Wave 1.
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