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Families are the primary source of care for children, a safety net for young adults, and the 

preferred source of care for older adults. In a context of increased longevity, family complexity, 

and economic inequality, transfers of resources within families have likely changed. This 

dissertation examines how grandparents, parents, and children exchange support in a context of 

family complexity and socioeconomic inequality. It relies on data from the Consumer 

Expenditure Survey (CEX) and on qualitative data collected through interviews with older adults 

in upstate New York. Chapter one examines whether and how coresidence with grandparents is 

associated with child-related investments. I find that living with grandparents represents an 

adaptive strategy that helps low-income or single parents invest more money in their children’s 

education, hobbies and activities, and to save on the costs of child care. Chapter two examines 

the supportive roles of adult step-children in the lives of older step-parents across social classes. 

Through this qualitative inquiry, I find that adult step-children represent important sources of 

actual and perceived support and that step-parents of different social classes engage in different 

strategies to establish and maintain supportive ties with step-kin. Specifically, the scarcity of 

lower-SES step-parents’ resources and the instability of their (and their children’s) social 

environments seem to promote a specific type of supportive tie – contingent ties, that allow 

lower-SES step-parents to conserve their resources and develop reciprocal and supportive 

relationships with some but not all of their step-children. Chapter three examines the effects of 



 

unconditional cash transfers on child-related consumption across social classes. It relies on the 

case of the Alaska Permanent Fund Dividend in order to determine whether and how lower and 

higher-SES parents invest “free money” in children differently. Findings from this study suggest 

that the average Alaskan household increases its levels of child-related consumption more than 

non-Alaskan households on the month in which they receive the Dividend payout. They also 

suggest that parents across socioeconomic classes make similar investment decisions when 

receiving unconditional cash-transfers in terms of the amount that they dedicate to children, but 

that higher-SES parents may be more likely to invest this additional financial resources in ways 

that promote cognitive and non-cognitive development of children. Collectively, this dissertation 

provides evidence that family structures, relationships, and socioeconomic context shape micro-

level decisions regarding support exchanges shape, which may have important implications for 

the well-being of family members across the life course. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Families are the primary source of care for children, a safety net for young adults, and the 

preferred source of care for older adults. Many studies of families focus on the relationship 

between parents and children since it represents one of the most significant family ties and a 

major source of support over the life course. Over time, parent-child relationships have become 

even more salient due to increases in longevity, which provides opportunities for longer and 

more meaningful exchanges between parents and their adult children and grandchildren 

(Bengtson, 2001). Accompanying this increase in longevity was an increase in both older 

generations’ relative ability to help younger generations financially (Wightman, Patrick, 

Schoeni, & Schulenberg, 2013; Wolff, 2013) and their need for upward transfers of time and care 

from adult children in later life (Seltzer & Bianchi, 2013).  In fact, intergenerational transfers of 

time and money made over the life course have become central to both older parents and adult 

children as older parents age and need more care, and as adult children transition through key life 

moments such as becoming parents, entering the job market, buying a house, marrying or 

divorcing (Rauscher, 2016; Scodellaro, Khlat, & Jusot, 2012; Semyonov & Lewin-Epstein, 2001; 

Swartz, 2008).  

We live, however, in an era of family complexity, and changes in family composition 

over the last several decades likely influence resource sharing between parents and children 

(Furstenberg, 2014; Silverstein & Giarrusso, 2010). On the one hand, family complexity may 

lead to greater ambiguity in family roles and responsibilities, increased competition for 

resources, and interpersonal conflict (Carlson & Meyer, 2014; Cherlin, 1978; Van Der Pas, 

Tilburg, & Silverstein, 2013). On the other hand, family complexity can also be associated with 



 

2 

increased amounts of material and social resources (Furstenberg, 2014) and help with 

establishing new, healthy, and functional family environments (Amato, 2000).  

Importantly, changes in family structures have not been spread evenly across 

socioeconomic strata. Scholars have referred to this growing socioeconomic gradient in 

children’s family contexts as “diverging destinies” (McLanahan, 2004) and the “two-tier family 

system” (Furstenberg, 2014). Disadvantaged families might be not only more exposed to family 

complexity, but might also need to rely more on kin networks as a survival strategy (Dominguez 

& Watkins, 2003; Gerstel, 2011; Newman, 2001; Roy & Burton, 2007; C. Stack, 1974), 

particularly in a time in which American cash-transfer programs are temporary or predicated on 

traditional forms of employment (Danziger, 2010; Shaefer & Edin, 2013). In this context, it 

becomes important to understand how family complexity may be linked to parental support for 

disadvantaged adults who face more instability and receive little public support (Edin & Shaefer, 

2015), and for low-income older parents who are more likely to struggle with social isolation and 

health needs (Wilkinson & Marmot, 2003). In the same way that shifts in family formation are 

not uniform across social classes, the dynamics and consequences of family complexification 

may also vary by socioeconomic background. Unfortunately, researchers have often neglected 

the study of socioeconomic differences in intergenerational transfers within complex families. 

In an era of increased longevity, economic inequality, and family complexity, this 

dissertations explores whether and how family structure and/or socioeconomic status play a role 

in transfers of time and money between parents and children over the life course. The first 

chapter focuses on a particularly important family role acquired in later life - that of grandparent 

- and on an increasingly common form of complex family households – multigenerational 

households.  This chapter uses the Consumer Expenditure Survey (1996-2015) to investigate 
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patterns of child-related spending in multigenerational households. Coresidence with adult 

children and grandchildren represents a way through which grandparents may transfer resources 

to younger generations, and which may be particularly helpful to families who are experiencing 

crises (e.g., joblessness, divorce, illness) (Dunifon, 2013). This study highlights how parents’ 

socioeconomic disadvantage and marital status moderate the association between 

multigenerational coresidence and child-related investments. Results indicate that, when 

compared to similar two-generation households, multigenerational households are associated 

with increased spending on education and with decreased spending on child care. Differences in 

child-related spending between multigenerational and two-generation households differ according 

to parents’ income and relationship status, with children of lower-income and single parents 

benefitting more from grandparents’ presence in the household than do their more advantaged 

counterparts. 

The second chapter of this dissertation relies on qualitative data to investigate 

intergenerational support among older parents and adult biological or step children in an 

increasingly common type of family in the U.S: older stepfamilies. Though sociologists have 

long highlighted the importance of kinship ties to the survival of the poor (Drake & Cayton, 

1970; Du Bois & Eaton, 1899; Gans, 1982; Kornblum & Janowitz, 1974; Stack, 1975), few 

studies have investigated the consequences of widespread family complexity for the support 

network of the poor. This study fills this gap and findings suggest that lower-SES step-parents 

more often reported receiving monetary, emotional, or instrumental support from their step-

children, but they were also more likely to break ties with at least some step-children over time. 

These dynamics do not result from lower-SES step-parents feeling differently about their step-

children when compared to higher-SES step-parents. Rather, it is the scarcity of lower-SES step-
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parents’ resources and the instability of their (and their children’s) social environments that seem 

to promote this specific type of supportive tie.  

Finally, the third chapter of this dissertation investigates whether exogenous shocks to 

parents’ income lead to changes in levels or strategies of monetary investment in children. In line 

with previous chapters, this chapter also highlights heterogeneity by socioeconomic status. 

Specifically, it relies on data from the Consumer Expenditure Surveys to investigate the effects 

of unconditional and universal cash transfers on child-related consumption using the case of the 

Alaska Permanent Fund Dividend. Findings from this study suggest parents of different 

socioeconomic background are similarly responsive to windfalls. However, there is some 

evidence that they may spend the Dividend payouts in different ways, with low-income parents 

focusing their expenses on children’s material well-being (e.g., clothes) and high-income parents 

focusing their spending on children’s human capital development (e.g., hobbies and organized 

activities).  

Taken together, these chapters contribute to the literature on intergenerational support in 

contexts of socioeconomic inequality and family complexity. They demonstrate that some forms 

of family complexity and complex family dynamics that are often seen as having negative 

consequences for children can actually represent an adaptive strategy for economically 

disadvantaged parents. This dissertation advances our understanding of the role of kin within 

complex family environments and across social classes, it sheds light on important mechanisms 

of the reproduction of social inequality, and may help to inform the development of social 

welfare policies that are more responsive to contemporary family dynamics. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

ARE GRANDPARENTS A BLESSING OR A BURDEN? MULTIGENERATIONAL 

CORESIDENCE AND CHILD-RELATED SPENDING  

 

In developed nations, changes in the patterns and timing of marriage, childbearing, sexual 

initiation, cohabitation, and divorce contributed to the formation of family structures that diverge 

from the nuclear family scheme (Furstenberg 2014). Over a period of fifty years, from 1960 to 

2009, the percentage of children living with two parents decreased from 85% to about 70% 

(Kalil, Ryan, & Chor 2014). The complexification of American families raised concerns among 

scholars and policy makers because children growing up in two biological married parents’ 

families are generally found to have better academic and socioemotional outcomes than children 

in all other family types (Coleman, Ganong & Fine 2000; McLanahan & Sandefur 1994; 

Waldfogel, Craigie, and Brooks-Gunn 2010).  

Economic investments in children may represent a powerful mechanism to explain 

differences in child outcomes across family structures (Farkas & Beron 2004; Kalil et al. 2014; 

Sigle-Rushton & McLanahan 2002). After all, parents use financial resources to purchase a 

bundle of goods that shape children’s life chances, including stimulating home environments, 

high-quality neighborhoods and institutions, and enriching extracurricular experiences (Blau & 

Duncan 1967; Bourdieu & Passeron 1990; Coleman 1988; Jencks 1972). Unfortunately, 

evidence on child-related spending across household structures remains poorly understood, and 

the few existing studies addressing this issue focus on differences between married, never-

married, and divorced parents’ families (Ziol-Guest, Kalil, & DeLeire 2004; Ziol-Guest 2009), 

neglecting cohabiting extended family households. Though there is a growing literature on the 
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role of extended family members in families’ economic decisions, most of this work focuses on 

non-cohabiting extended families (for a review, see Cox and Fafchamps 2008) and the few 

studies on cohabiting extended families’ consumption patterns investigate consumption of adult 

goods instead of child-specific goods (Deaton, Ruiz-Castillo & Thomas 1989; Ulker 2009).  

The present study focuses on patterns of spending on children in the most common type 

of cohabiting extended family household: multigenerational households (also known as three-

generation households), in which a child coresides with at least a parent and a grandparent. The 

importance of understanding patterns of child-related spending in multigenerational households 

is partly motivated by their prevalence: three-generation households have become increasingly 

common (Dunifon, Ziol-Guest, & Kopko 2014; Kreider & Ellis 2011), with about one in four 

American children ever living in this type of arrangement (Amorim, Dunifon & Pilkauskas 

2017). Scholarly interest in this particular family form is also motivated by the valuable role of 

grandparents as an informal safety net during family crises (Bengtson, 2001), which has been 

bolstered by increases in longevity and financial resources of older adults (Dunifon, Ziol-Guest 

& Kopko 2014; Swartz 2009). Though both cohabiting and non-cohabiting grandparents may 

represent a source of support for parents and children, studies suggest that cohabitation enhances 

the salience of grandparents’ role in the provision of emotional, instrumental, and economic 

support (Wood and Liossis 2007; Zeng and Xie 2014) given that it implies geographical 

closeness, involvement in day-to-day decisions, and higher quality relationship with parents 

(Bengtson 2001; Hilton and Macari 1997). This means that, whereas other complex household 

forms are commonly associated with disadvantages for children (Dorius & Guzzo 2013; Fomby 

et al. 2016; Gennetian 2005; Ginther & Pollak 2004), multigenerational coresidence might 

represent an adaptive strategy that helps parents and children to cope with economic and 
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personal hardships (Aquilino 1996; DeLeire & Kalil 2002; Dunifon et al 2014; Geronimus 1997; 

Jæger 2012). 

I rely on the Consumer Expenditure Survey (https://www.bls.gov/cex/), a nationally 

representative sample of the civilian non-institutionalized population, in order to investigate how 

multigenerational coresidence is associated with three categories of child-related expenses: 

education, hobbies and organized activities, and child care. First, I identify whether and how 

three-generation households spend on children differently when compared to two-generation 

households1 similar in all relevant characteristics. This comparison sheds light on whether the 

presence of grandparents increases or decreases child-related spending. Second, I identify 

whether differences between three and two-generational households are moderated by parents’ 

characteristics that indicate generational need (income and relationship status)2. This analysis 

                                                 
1 Two-generation households include the following arrangements: single parent with children; 

both parents with children; or a parent, his/her partner, and his/her children.  

2 Instead of using parents’ characteristics as moderators, one could rely on grandparents’ 

characteristics as indicators of generational needs. The present study focuses on parents’ 

characteristics for three reasons: 1) given that intergenerational assistance generally flows from 

grandparents to parents, the needs of the parent generation are likely to be more correlated with 

coresidence (Aquilino 1990); 2) information on grandparents’ health status, the most important 

grandparental need motivating three-generation coresidence (Cohen & Casper 2002), is not 

available in the Consumer Expenditure Survey; 3) the CEX does not provide information on non-

coresident grandparents (i.e., grandparents of children in two-generation households) which 

https://scholar.google.com.tw/citations?user=Sf0Nzk4AAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
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sheds light on the circumstances under which grandparental coresidence yields higher spending 

on children. Though this paper mainly focuses on differences between three- and two-

generational households, a third set of analyses investigates heterogeneity in child-related 

spending within three-generation households according to grandparents’ characteristics. These 

analyses identify whether coresident grandparents’ characteristics (work status, income, 

education, age, or marital status) are associated with increased spending on children.  

This study is one of the few investigating child expenditure patterns in complex families, 

and the first to examine patterns of child-related spending in cohabiting extended family 

households. It also contributes to a growing literature giving primacy to parents’ socioeconomic 

disadvantage as moderating the association between multigenerational relationships and child 

well-being (e.g., Jæger 2012; Pilkauskas 2012). Finally, differently than most prior research on 

three-generation households (e.g., Augustine & Raley 2013; DeLeire & Kalil 2002; Mollborn, 

Fomby, & Dennis 2011), which focuses on three-generation coresidence with single-mothers 

and/or low-income parents, this paper uses a nationally representative data that allows 

investigation of heterogeneous effects for a broader set of American households.  

 

BACKGROUND 

Much of the scholarship on the effect of family background on child outcomes focuses 

solely on parents’ characteristics, representing two-generation models (Becker and Tomes 1986; 

Bourdieu 1984). Empirical research, however, has found that even non-cohabiting extended 

                                                 

hinders comparisons of two- and three-generation households using grandparents’ 

characteristics. 

https://scholar.google.com.tw/citations?user=Sf0Nzk4AAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
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family members influence children’s health, educational, emotional, and developmental 

outcomes (e.g., Chan and Bolivar 2013; Ferguson, Maughan, and Golding 2008; Jæger 2012; 

Modin and Fritzell 2009). Though many studies have investigated the influence of coresident 

grandparents on child outcomes (Augustine & Raley 2013; Delerei & Kalil 2002; Dunifon & 

Kowaleski-Jones 2007; Molborn et al. 2011), no study has looked at the influence of 

multigenerational living arrangements on child-related spending. This is an important gap in the 

literature given that financial investments in children represent an important mechanism through 

which the benefits of grandparental coresidence may accrue.   

Multigenerational Coresidence and Child-Related Spending 

Theoretical and empirical research has found that grandparents’ role in a family unit is 

activated in moments of crisis, and that grandparents are more likely to support immediate 

family in times of need (Eggebeen and Hogan 1990; Silverstein, Parrott, and Bengtson 1995). In 

this context, the intergenerational solidarity theory suggests that multigenerational households 

may represent an informal safety net for family members in need and, particularly, for parents 

and children in need (e.g., Bengtson, Giarrusso, Mabry, & Silverstein 2002; Kamo 2000; Seltzer 

& Bianchi 2013). Parents’ needs leading to three-generation coresidence are often associated 

with unexpected pregnancy, divorce, illness, unemployment, economic hardships, or child 

rearing (Bianchi, Evans, Hotz, McGarry, & Seltzer 2007; Bryson & Casper 1999; Dunifon et al. 

2014; Keene & Baston 2010).  

In three-generation households, grandparents may provide direct economic assistance to 

their adult children (Altonji, Hayashi, and Kotlikoff 1992; Fritzell & Lennartson 2005; Mutchler 

& Backer 2009), which might help adult children meet their economic needs (e.g. Angel & 

Tienda 1982; Mutchler & Baker 2009) and increase household levels of spending on 

https://scholar.google.com.tw/citations?user=Sf0Nzk4AAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
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grandchildren. In fact, prior research has found that economic resources within multigenerational 

households often flow downwards, from grandparents to parents (Dimova & Wolf 2008; 

Himmelweit, Santos, Sevilla, & Sofer 2013; Reyes 2018). Grandparents may also contribute to 

increasing child-related spending indirectly. For example, grandparents’ time contributions in 

caring for grandchildren or doing household chores may allow parents to work or study, to earn 

more, and to invest more money in their own children (Bengtson, Biblarz, and Roberts 2002; 

Coall and Hertwig, 2010; Dimova & Wolf 2007; Cardia & Ng 2003).  

This study’s first goal is to determine whether multigenerational households spend more, 

less, or differently on children when compared to their two-generation counterparts. Based on the 

aforementioned research, I hypothesize that multigenerational households will spend more on 

children’s education and hobbies than two-generational households similar in all observed 

characteristics (Hypothesis 1a, multigenerational advantage) 3. 

Though intergenerational support flows mostly downwards, there are exceptions to this 

pattern. Three-generation arrangements can also be aimed meeting grandparents’ needs resulting 

from economic hardships, widowhood, and poor health (Cohen & Casper 2002; Ulker 2009). If 

grandparents’ needs divert resources that would otherwise be invested in children, 

multigenerational coresidence will yield lower spending on children’s education, hobbies, and 

child care (Hypothesis 1b, multigenerational disadvantage). Empirical studies lend less support 

                                                 
3 Predicting the association between grandparental coresidence and child care expenses is 

hindered by the fact that higher levels of spending on child care may represent an increase in 

financial investments in children, whereas lower levels of child care spending may represent 

increases in time investments in children - both of which are consistent with Hypothesis 1a.  
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to this hypothesis, given that there is some evidence that grandparents transfer resources to 

parents even when they are themselves disadvantaged or when parents do not need economic 

assistance (Hughes et al. 2007; Reyes 2018).  

Finally, it is important to acknowledge a pattern of intergenerational exchange that has 

been found common in the U.S.: “time-for-money” exchanges (e.g., Berry 2006). In this pattern 

of exchanges, grandparents may help parents by providing child care while receiving financial 

support from parents; conversely, parents may receive financial support from grandparents while 

helping them to perform day-to-day activities such as grocery shopping. Unfortunately, it is 

unclear whether this pattern of exchanges would lead to higher or lower levels of child-related 

spending.  

Parents’ and Grandparents’ Characteristics Associated With Inequalities in Child-Related 

Spending 

Given that parents use financial resources to purchase a bundle of goods that shape 

children’s life chances, parental expenditures on children are an important pathway that 

perpetuates inequality across generations (Blau & Duncan 1967; Bourdieu & Passeron 1990; 

Coleman 1988; Jencks 1972). There are two prominent explanations on why child-related 

spending may vary across family types: economic deprivation and socialization (McLanahan & 

Sandefun 1994). The economic deprivation perspective posits that economic differences between 

families produces differences in child investments. In line with this, affluent parents invest more 

in quality home learning environments, educational institutions and programs, as well as 

enrichment items and activities such as books, computers, lessons, trips, and “high-brow” 

cultural activities like museum or concert attendance (Bainbridge et al. 2005; Bourdieu 1984; 

DiMaggio 1982; Meyers et al. 2004; Lareau 2011). Low income parents, on the other hand, tend 
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to have less disposable income for educational and enrichment investments (Desmond & Kimbro 

2015; Hoynes & Schanzenbach 2016).  

In addition to income, parents’ relationship status also matters for child-related spending. 

The socialization perspective posits that the presence of two parents is crucial for carrying out 

important parenting functions (McLanahan & Sandefur 1994). This implies that, net of economic 

resources, lone parents are still disadvantaged in an instrumental sense because they lack 

additional familial support. Previous studies found that never-married or divorced parents 

(especially fathers) spend less on books, toys, and children’s education when compared to 

married parents (Ziol-Guest 2009; Ziol-Guest, Kalil, & DeLeire 2004). In addition, maybe due to 

partner-seeking behavior or to selection issues, never-married and divorced parents spend more 

than their married counterparts on items such as tobacco, alcohol, and food away from home 

(Ziol-Guest, Kalil, & DeLeire 2004; Ziol-Guest, DeLeire, & Kalil 2006). 

In sum, child-related purchases are unequal across families, varying by parents’ income 

and relationship status, with low income (economically disadvantaged) and/or lone parents 

(instrumentally disadvantaged) spending less on educational and enrichment activities for their 

children. But what if these disadvantaged parents coreside with a grandparent? This study’s 

second goal is to understand whether the association between grandparental coresidence and 

child-related spending is moderated by parents’ income and relationship status. This sheds light 

on whether, as previously suggested in the literature (Aquilino 1996; Geronimus 1997; DeLeire 

& Kalil 2002; Jæger2012; Pilkauskas 2012), three-generation coresidence is most beneficial in the 

context of parental economic or instrumental disadvantage.  

Given that coresiding with grandparents generally increases total household economic 

resources (Mutchler & Baker 2009), the economic deprivation perspective suggests that 

https://scholar.google.com.tw/citations?user=Sf0Nzk4AAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
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coresidence with grandparents would increase child-related spending. This association is likely 

stronger for low income parents as they are the ones with the least disposable income, and also the 

ones most likely to seek three-generation coresidence in order to benefit from grandparents’ 

resources (Dunifon et al. 2014). Similarly, the socialization perspective posits that grandparental 

coresidence would increase child-related spending for never-married or divorced parents since 

grandparents may offer additional parental resources to these households (Chase-Lansdale et al. 

1994). Though grandparental coresidence could also benefit married and/or economically stable 

parents, it is less clear that this is the case. Given that these parents have the most economic 

and/or parental resources, and given Americans’ preference for independent living (Ruggles 1996; 

Sarkisian & Gerstel 2008), it is no wonder that they are the least likely to coreside or pursue 

coresidential arrangements with grandparents (Aquilino 1990; Pilkauskas 2012). Thus, when 

shared coresidence including affluent or married parents occurs, it may be motivated by 

grandparents’ instead of parents’ needs (Dunifon et al. 2014).  

 Based on this, I hypothesize that the greater investments in children in three-generation 

compared to two-generation households will be larger in households in which the parents are 

disadvantaged (lone or low income) compared to those in which parents are more advantaged 

(Hypothesis 2, compensation mechanism).  This hypothesis is in line with previous research 

suggesting that that grandparents’ positive influence on child outcomes is restricted to families of 

low socioeconomic status (DeLeire and Kalil 2002; Jæger2012; Pilkauskas 2012), and with 

research on grandparents’ role during family crisis, which indicates that grandparents provide 

financial aid and instrumental support to their adult children and grandchildren during divorce, 

remarriage, and single-parenthood (Dunn, Davies, O’Connor, and Sturgess 2001; Kennedy and 

Kennedy 1993). 

https://scholar.google.com.tw/citations?user=Sf0Nzk4AAAAJ&hl=en&oi=sra
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Of course, as much of the previous literature indicates, not only parents’ but also 

grandparents’ generational needs may matter for the flow of resources in multigenerational 

households (e.g., Cohen & Casper, 2002). Though all grandparents may intend to help parents 

and children (Hughes et al. 2007; Reyes 2018), they will vary in their ability to provide support. 

A third set of analyses will describe how grandparents’ characteristics that suggest either need or 

ability to help (e.g., work status, income, educational, marital status, age) are associated with 

child-related spending within three-generation households, net of parents’ characteristics.  

 

DATA AND METHOD 

Data 

This study relies on the 1996-2015 waves of the Consumer Expenditure Survey (U.S. 

Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2015) which provides nationally representative data on the spending 

of American consumers. Each household sampled for the Consumer Expenditure Survey (CEX) 

is interviewed five times. The first interview collects baseline information, and the second 

through fifth interviews are conducted three months apart and collect information on 

expenditures that occurred in the three months prior to each interview. In other words, each 

interview collects data on one quarter of a year. In the absence of attrition, this would yield four 

interview-quarters and 12 months of detailed information on monthly expenditures. 

Between the first quarter of 1996 and the first quarter of 2015 the CEX collected data on 

182,457 households that answered, on average, 2.94 interviews each. Because the presence of 

children in the household in a given quarter is fundamental in motivating child-related expenses, 

interview-quarters that did not include resident children related to the household head were 

excluded from the sample. In this process, 119,291 households were excluded from the sample 
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because they did not have a resident child in any interview-quarter. Additionally, 137 households 

that contained members of four generations in all quarters and 1,372 households that included 

the oldest and the youngest generation, but excluded the middle generation (i.e., parents) in any 

quarter were dropped from the sample4. The final analytical sample contains 61,657 households 

interviewed 2.87 times on average.  

Measures 

Child-Related Spending 

Building on prior studies that used the CEX to examine inequality in parental 

expenditures on children (Kaushal, Magnuson, & Waldfogel 2011; Kornrich & Furstenberg 

2013), the following categories of child investments are used: school expenses and supplies; 

hobbies and organized activities; and child care. Child care includes both pre-school and day 

care, as well as babysitting. Educational expenses include meals at school, transportation to 

school, tuition, afterschool programs, fees, and books and other supplies. College expenditures 

are not included because it is not possible to identify children living outside of the household, 

and because they could arguable result from parents’ pursuit of additional education as the CEX 

does not specify which household resident is the target of college expenditures.  Expenditures on 

hobbies and activities include participation in sports, club memberships, recreational lessons, 

toys, games, musical equipment, bicycles, camping equipment, among other similar 

expenditures. Although it is not possible to determine whether expenditures on hobbies and 

                                                 
4 Parents in four-generation households were younger, less educated, less likely to be white, 

married or full time workers than other parents in three-generation households. Information on 

the characteristics of parents in skipped-generation households is not available in the CEX data.  
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activities target only resident children, previous studies have also considered these items to be 

child-related expenditures (Kaushal et al. 2011; Kornich & Furstenberg 2013). Non-specific 

child expenditures (e.g., food and shelter), though still important for children’s well-being, are 

not the focus of this paper.  

Expenditures are annualized and adjusted to 2014 dollars using PCE-PI inflation 

adjustment (https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/PCEPI). In order to address the positive skew and 

the non-trivial fraction of zero values, annualized expenditures are transformed using an inverse 

hyperbolic sine function, which can be interpreted similarly to the log transformation, but does 

not require that observations with zero expenditures be dropped from the sample. A limitation of 

the child-related spending measures is that it is not possible to identify monetary or in-kind 

contributions from non-resident family members in the CEX, even though these contributions 

may influence families’ spending decisions. Because in-kind and monetary contributions from 

non-resident family members can occur in both three and two-generation households, this 

measurement error likely results in attenuation bias. 

Multigenerational Coresidence 

A variable indicating the relationship of every household member to the reference person 

was used to determine multigenerational coresidence. First, when someone from the middle 

generation was categorized as the reference person, the household was categorized as three-

generation if both the household head’s “mother or father” and the household head’s “child or 

adoptive child” lived in the household in the same quarter (N=1,628). Parents-in-law, step or 

social grandparents could not be identified, which may introduce bias with unclear direction in 

the results (robustness checks are discussed later and available upon request).  

https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/PCEPI


 

20 

Second, when someone from the grandparents’ generation was the reference person, 

households were classified as multigenerational if it simultaneously included a “child or adoptive 

child” and a “grandchild” (N=4,156). It was not possible, however, to identify whether the 

resident “child or adoptive child” was the parent of the resident “grandchild”. Therefore, a small 

number of these three-generation households might be composed of a child, the child’s uncle(s) 

and/or aunt(s), and the child’s grandparent(s). Because these families are more disadvantaged 

than three-generation families with a parent present, their inclusion may introduce downward 

bias to results.  

Parents’ Income 

Parents’ total income is the summation of their earnings from salary, farm and non-farm 

businesses, social security, and supplemental security income. If parents are in cohabiting 

unions, cohabiters’ income are included in the pool of parents’ income. Income was imputed for 

households for which information on at least one parent’s income was missing in all interview-

quarters (N=8,789)5. Parents’ income were operationalized in absolute terms, by dividing the 

whole sample into quintiles of parental total income.  

Parents’ Relationship Status 

                                                 
5 Parents in households with incomplete income information (regardless of three-generation 

status) were slightly older, more educated, and more likely to be married, white, and working full 

time. Multiple imputation relied on all covariates in addition to parents’ wages. Robustness 

analyses excluding households with missing income information corroborated the findings 

presented in this paper and are available upon request.  
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Parents’ relationship status was measured in three categories: married or cohabiting, 

never married, and previously married (which includes divorced, separated, and widowed 

parents). Information on the cohabiting status of parents is only available when parents are 

household-heads and after 2003. Educated guesses about cohabitation were made based on the 

presence of an unrelated adult of opposite sex and similar in age to resident parent.  It was 

estimated that 5.8% of the households in the sample have parents with cohabiting partner. 

Because only about 2.7% of all parents with cohabiters lived in three-generation households 

(N=154), categories of “married” and “cohabiting” were merged. Although previous studies 

suggest that married and cohabiting couples pool resources differently (Hiekel, Liefbroer, & 

Poortman, 2014), substantive conclusions for this study remain the same whether cohabiting 

status is identified or not. 

Grandparents’ Characteristics 

A third set of analyses within three-generation households investigates how 

grandparental characteristics are associated with child investments. Grandparents’ 

characteristics included in this analysis are: marital status (married, not married), economic 

status (in terciles of earnings), working status (full time worker, part-time worker, not working), 

age of oldest resident grandparent (less than 50, 50 to 65, 65 to 80, more than 80), and highest 

educational attainment (less than high school, high school, college or more)6. All grandparental 

                                                 
6 Though grandparents’ health status represents an important characteristic in the context of 

research on intergenerational support, the CEX does not measure health. For parents, I used 

social security disability benefits as a proxy of disability status, but this measure is not useful for 

grandparents given that SSDI can only be received by adults under the age of 65.  
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characteristics included in this analysis suggest grandparents’ ability to help parents with time 

or money, with exception of educational attainment. Grandparents’ educational attainment (net 

of all other controls) likely tap on their spending preferences as shaped by their socioeconomic 

statuses. 

Controls 

Analyses control for observable characteristics of the middle and the youngest 

generations only. Grandparents’ characteristics are not included in controls because they are not 

available for two-generation households. Controls for children’s characteristics are: gender 

composition of resident children (all girls, all boys, mixed gender), and dummies indicating the 

presence of children in specific age categories (0-1, 2-5, 6-14, 15-17). In order to account for 

economy of scale, a centered continuous variable that indicates the number of resident children 

and for its squared term is also included. Control for parents’ characteristics are: resident 

parents’ highest educational attainment (less than high school, high school, some college, 

bachelor’s degree or more), relationship status (married/cohabiting, never married, previously 

married), economic status (in quintiles of income)7, working status of reference parent (full time 

worker, non-full time worker, not working), race of reference parent (white, black, other race), 

age of oldest resident parent (centered), whether at least one parent is a full-time student, and  

whether at least one parent is disabled (proxied by receipt of social security disability benefits). 

Finally, controls for the year (1996-2015) and the season (fall, spring, summer, and winter) in 

                                                 
7 Instead of controlling for total family income (grandparents and parents’ income) in three-

generation households, this study controls only for parents’ income because it aims at 

determining grandparents’ economic and non-economic contributions to nuclear families. 
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which the expenditures were made, and for region (Northeast, West, Midwest, South, missing 

region information) and place of residence (rural or urban) are included. 

Analytic Strategy 

Because this study focuses on between-household differences, household characteristics 

for all quarters are averaged8 and annual measures of expenditures are created in line with 

previous research using the CEX (Kornich & Furstenberg 2013). This study first assesses 

whether three-generation households invest differently in children compared to two-generation 

households using OLS models in which the independent variable of interest is a dummy 

indicating grandparental coresidence. Second, it investigates whether patterns of child-related 

spending are moderated by parents’ characteristics by interacting the three-generation 

coresidence dummy to parents’ relationship status and quintile of income separately. Summing 

coefficients for the interaction term and the coresidence dummy indicates differential spending 

between two and three-generation households with resident parents of different relationship 

statuses and income quintiles. A final set of analyses investigates how, within three-generation 

households, grandparents’ characteristics (economic, marital, working statuses, age, and 

education) are associated with levels of investments in children. This set of analyses rely on a 

sample restricted to three-generation households and include all controls for children’s, parents’, 

and grandparents’ characteristics. Coefficients on grandparents’ characteristics indicate whether 

and how characteristics that suggest need (e.g., old age, widowhood, poverty) or ability to help 

                                                 
8 When families experienced transitions in family structure or characteristics over the observed 

period such as changes in three-generation status (N=566) or parents’ relationship status, the 

most common structure or characteristic was used. 
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(e.g., earnings from work, young age) are associated with investments in children, net of parents’ 

and children’s characteristics.  

 

RESULTS 

Descriptive Findings 

Table 1.1 shows the composition of children and parents in two and three-generation 

households. Overall, it corroborates the existing literature by indicating that parents in three-

generation arrangements are socioeconomically disadvantaged when compared with parents in 

two-generation households (e.g., Chase-Lansdale 1997; Pilkauskas 2012). When compared to 

two-generation households, three-generation households include fewer children (1.7 vs 2.0) and 

are more likely to have resident infants (33% vs 21%) and toddlers (45% vs 37%). Parents in 

three-generation households are, on average, younger (33 vs 39), and less likely to be married or 

cohabiting (30% vs 78%), white (66% vs 78%), college educated (16% vs 35%), and working 

full time (33% vs 45%) than parents in two-generation households. Finally, parents in two-

generation households earn about two times more than parents in three-generation households 

($67,030 vs $37,600).
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Table 1.1. Parents’ and Children’s Characteristics in Two and Three-generation Households 

 Two-generation Three-generation 

Household characteristics   

Number of children 2.0  1.7 

Gender composition of children   

    All girls 28.5% 33.3% 

    All boys 30.5% 35.2% 

    Mixed gender 41.0% 31.6% 

Presence of children by age   

   0 to 1  21.3% 32.8% 

   2 to 5 37.2% 44.8% 

   6 to 14 63.2% 50.7% 

   15 to 17 30.6% 19.2% 

Resident parents’ characteristics   

Age 39.2 32.8 

Relationship status of resident parent   

   Married or cohabiting 77.9% 29.9% 

   Never married 8.3% 48.2% 

   Previously married 13.8% 21.9% 

Race a   

   White 77.7% 66.2% 

   Black 15.4% 24.9% 

   Other race 6.9% 8.9% 

Educational attainment b   

   Less than High School 10.6% 18.3% 

   High School diploma 22.6% 34.2% 

   Some college 31.3% 31.8% 

   Bachelor's degree or more 35.4% 15.7% 

Working status a   

   Full time, full year 45.3% 33.1% 

   Part time or part year 30.1% 29.3% 

   Not working  24.6% 37.6% 

Total income (in thousands)c 67.03 37.60 
   

Number of households 55,873 5,784 

Note: All values are weighted. All differences between two and three generation households are 

statistically significant (p<0.05), with exception of the proportion of parents whose educational 

attainment was “some college”.  
aMeasure based on parent who was reference person most often (or biologically related to 

grandparent who was the reference person). bHighest attained by any parent residing in the 

household. cTotal income include the summation of parents’ earnings from salary, farm and non-

farm businesses, social security, and supplemental security income. 
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Table 1.2 reports on the percentage of households with any expenditures in each category 

of child investment, as well as the average annual expenditures per child, conditional on having 

an expenditure. It suggests that multigenerational households are less likely to spend on any 

child-related category than two-generation households. The composite measure indicates that 

multigenerational households spend about 35 percent less on children than two-generation 

households ($1,282 vs $1,976). Three-generation households also spend, on average, less on all 

child-related categories of investments than two-generation households, with the greatest gap in 

school-related spending (40% less). Given that these results do not control for selection into 

multigenerational arrangements, lower likelihood and levels of expenditures on children likely 

result from three-generation households’ economic disadvantage. 

Table 1.2. Percentage of Non-Zero Expense and Average Annual Spending Per Child 

Conditional on Having an Expense, By Living Arrangement  

 

 Two-generation Three-generation 

Type of investments % non-zero Average ($) % non-zero Average ($) 

     

School supplies and tuition  56.9 876.0 43.7 617.5 

Hobbies and organized activities 77.2 778.8 68.0 572.2 

Child care 30.9 2,031.9 19.8 1,829.5 

Total child-specific investments 86.6 1,975.8 78.5 1,281.8 

     

Number of households 55,873 -- 5,784 -- 

 

Note: All values are weighted. All differences between two and three-generation households are 

statistically significantly different at p<.05 level 

 

Multigenerational Coresidence and Child-Related Spending 

The first goal of this study is to identify whether and how three-generation households 

spend on children differently when compared to two-generation households similar in all 

relevant characteristics. Table 1.3 reports on the results of ordinary least square regressions on 

inverse hyperbolic sine transformed dependent variables for each category of child-related 
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spending. The coresidence coefficients report on differences in spending for three-generation 

households compared to the reference category of two-generation households, net of all controls. 

The coefficient on the composite category (all child costs) suggests that three-generation 

households spend 24% less on children compared to two-generation households similar in all 

observed characteristics. This difference, however, is driven by savings in child care expenses.  

Table 1.3. Differences in Child-Related Spending between Three- And Two-Generation 

Households, Net Of Controls  

 

Types of Expenses 

All 3gen households 

B SE 

School  0.222*** -0.053 

Child Care -0.888*** -0.054 

Hobbies  -0.052 -0.054 

All Child Costs -0.242*** 0.043 

 

Note: All values are weighted. Controls include quintiles of parental income, presence of male 

parent, parents’ race, age, education, relationship and working status, whether parent has a 

disability, whether parent is a student, total number of children and its squared term, dummies 

for age composition of children, dummies for gender composition of children, region of 

residence, whether residence is rural, dummies for season of the year in which participated in the 

survey, and year fixed effects.  

*** p<.001, ** p<.01, * p<.05.  

 

Multigenerational and two-generation households present different strategies of spending. 

Coefficients on Table 1.3 indicate that three-generation households spend about 22% more on 

school than their two-generation counterparts. Increased investment in education suggests that 

parents invest more in human capital development when coresiding with grandparents. Three-

generation households, however, spend 88% less on child care than two-generation net of 

controls. Previous scholarship suggests that lowered investments in formal child care may result 

from increases in unpaid care provided by grandparents (Cardia & Ng 2003; Dimova & Wolf 

2007). Differences in education and child care expenditures between three and two-generation 

households are consistent with Hypothesis 1a and suggest advantages to multigenerational 
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coresidence. This advantage may be due to grandparents’ monetary and time contributions or to 

their influence on parents’ spending decisions. It could also be, however, due to unobserved 

characteristics of parents selected into three-generation arrangements (e.g. values, expectations). 

 The Role of Parents’ Characteristics 

This study’s second goal is to understand whether the association between grandparental 

coresidence and child-related spending is moderated by parents’ income and relationship status. 

On par with previous literature, I hypothesized that multigenerational coresidence is most 

beneficial in the context of parental economic or instrumental disadvantage. Descriptive results 

(not shown but available upon request) indicate that, within each income quintile or relationship 

status, three-generation households are socioeconomically disadvantaged when compared to two-

generation households. Within three-generation households, however, the most disadvantaged 

parents are more likely to live with grandparents who are relatively advantaged (i.e., younger, 

more likely to be working, married, and to have higher income than coresident parents), whereas 

advantaged parents live with grandparents who are relatively less advantaged than they are. 

Thus, economically or instrumentally disadvantaged parents are more likely to live with 

grandparents that are relatively resourceful and able to help. This corroborates previous findings 

that disadvantaged parents are more likely to seek multigenerational arrangements in order to 

benefit from grandparents’ resources; advantaged parents, on the other hand, are less likely to 

need to live with grandparents, and may enter three-generation arrangements to help 

grandparents (e.g., Dunifon et al. 2014).  

Panel A of Table 1.4 shows gaps in investments between two and three-generation 

households as moderated by parents’ income (in quintiles) and relationship status. The numbers 

depict the sum of coefficients for the multigenerational coresidence dummies and the interaction 
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terms between these dummies and quintiles of parental income or categories of parents’ 

relationship status. They indicate that multigenerational coresidence is associated with 

significant increases in spending on school (66% and 17%) for the bottom and the second lowest 

quintiles of parental income, and with significant increases in spending on hobbies and organized 

activities (17%) for the bottom quintile of parental income. It is, however, associated with 

significant decreases in spending on hobbies for the three upper quintiles of income (-25%, -

70%, and -60%). As predicted by the economic deprivation perspective, low income parents 

increase their levels of spending on children when living with grandparents. Similarly, Panel B 

of Table 1.4 indicates that, as predicted by the socialization perspective, lone parents are those 

most likely to benefit from grandparental coresidence. Three-generation coresidence is 

associated with a 70% increase in school-related investments for never-married parents only. 

Previously married parents may not benefit from grandparental coresidence to the same extent as 

never married parents because grandparents selected into arrangements with previously married 

parents may be less able to provide support or participate less on spending decisions.   

The aforementioned results corroborate Hypothesis 2, which states that the greater 

spending on children in multigenerational compared to two-generation households will be larger 

in households in which the parents are disadvantaged compared to those in which parents are 

more advantaged. These differences are driven mainly by investments in education and the 

beneficiaries of these increases are low income parents and never-married parents. 
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Table 1.4. Gap in Investments between Two and Three-Generation Households, By Parents’ Economic and Relationship Statuses 

 

Panel A. 

School Child Care Hobbies  

B SE B SE B SE 

Bottom quintile  0.663*** 0.068 -0.751*** 0.073 0.174*    0.072 

2nd quintile 0.174* 0.085 -0.750*** 0.091  0.072 0.087 

3rd quintile -0.317** 0.115 -0.995*** 0.113 -0.248** 0.111 

4th quintile -0.463** 0.159 -1.423*** 0.152 -0.701*** 0.150 

Top quintile 0.047 0.197 -1.082*** 0.231 -0.595** 0.187 

Panel B. 

School Child Care Hobbies  

B SE B SE B SE 

Married/Cohabiting 0.0284 0.076 -0.794*** 0.771 -0.075 0.078 

Never married 0.706*** 0.075 -0.935*** 0.080 0.049 0.078 

Previously married -0.183 0.095 -0.897*** 0.089 -0.148 0.094 

 

Note: All values are weighted. Gaps were calculated as the sum of the coefficients for three-generation coresidence and the interaction 

term between living arrangement and quintile of parental income or parents’ relationship status. All controls are included.  

*** p<.001, ** p<.01, * p<.05. 
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The Role of Grandparents’ Characteristics 

Table 1.5 reports on results of analyses within three-generation households. It suggests 

that, net of children’s, parents’ and grandparents’ observable characteristics, grandparents’ 

economic advantage consistently predict higher levels of child investment (including in child 

care). Increases in child care investments do not necessarily mean that economically advantaged 

grandparents do not invest time in their grandchildren as it could also result from spending on 

higher quality child care. Net of earnings, grandparents’ working status can serve as a proxy for 

time availability. Grandparents’ work status only has significant associations with spending on 

child care. Three-generation households with grandparents who are not working or who are 

working part time spend less on child care than those in which grandparents work full time, 

probably because grandparents in these households have more time available. These findings 

suggest that, the more money grandparents have, the more likely they are to invest in children, 

and the more time grandparents have, the more they contribute to child care.   

 Previous scholarship (e.g., Cohen & Casper, 2002) also suggests that grandparents may 

move in with parents when they are widowed or frail. Net of other characteristics, however, 

marital status was not significantly associated with child investments with the exception of 

spending in hobbies which is higher when grandparents are not married. Grandparents’ age can 

be used as a proxy for health but it is not significantly associated with child investments net of 

controls. Finally, results suggest that, grandparents’ education is an important predictor of levels 

of investment in children. The more educated the grandparent is, the more three-generation 

households invest in education, in hobbies and organized activities, and in child care. Net of all 

other grandparents’ socioeconomic characteristics, educational attainment might represent 
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grandparents’ child-rearing preferences as shaped by their socio-economic status; it could also 

represent access to knowledge – and thus an indicator of their ability to help parents. 

Table 1.5. Associations between Grandparents’ Characteristics and Child-Spending, Net of 

Parents’ Characteristics 

 

Grandparents’ 

characteristics 

School Child Care Hobbies  

B SE B SE B SE 

2nd tercile of earnings 0.150 0.113 0.0674 0.107 0.343** 0.113 

Top tercile of earnings 0.817*** 0.146 0.426** 0.14 1.072*** 0.146 

Part-time worker 0.118 0.125 -0.420*** 0.12 -0.00933 0.125 

Not working 0.0499 0.124 -0.778*** 0.118 -0.0558 0.124 

Not married 0.134 0.132 0.0337 0.126 0.424** 0.132 

Less than High School -0.581*** 0.110 -0.150 0.105 -0.510*** 0.110 

Some College 0.00395 0.111 0.0914 0.106 0.428*** 0.111 

College or more -0.0250 0.138 0.459*** 0.132 0.430** 0.138 

Head is male -0.244 0.132 -0.296* 0.126 0.188 0.132 

Less than 50 years old -0.221 0.247 0.143 0.236 -0.0210 0.247 

50 to 65 years old -0.599** 0.219 0.322 0.21 -0.304 0.22 

65 to 80 years old -0.304 0.205 0.232 0.195 -0.308 0.205 

 

Note: All values are weighted. All controls for parents’ characteristics included as well as a 

control for grandparents’ race.  Reference categories for grandparents’ characteristics are: bottom 

tercile of earnings, full-time worker, married, high school education, and 85 years or older.  

*** p<.001, ** p<.01, * p<.05.  

Robustness Checks 

Sensitivity analyses assessed the robustness of findings by: (1) excluding households 

with missing income information (instead of imputing income information); (2) restricting the 

sample to households with age appropriate children (e.g., in the case of school-expenses, 

households with at least one child aged 6-17); (3) excluding observations with zero annual 

expenditures in all categories of child investment from the analysis; (4) using an alternative one-

stage specification with log transformed dependent variables (Y=ln+1); (5) using an alternative 

one-stage specification with untransformed dependent variables (in dollars); (6) using an 

alternative two-stage specification that first uses logistic regressions in order to model for the 

probability of having an expenditure, and then OLS regressions on log-transformed dependent 
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variables to model for levels of spending conditional on having an expenditure.  Substantive 

conclusions reported in the main analysis are robust to alternative specifications of the dependent 

variable and the model, and to sample restrictions. The two-stage model suggests that the 

probability of spending on hobbies does not increase, but the amount spent does.  

Supplemental Analysis: The Role of Race 

As a result of substantial racial disparities in the prevalence of multigenerational 

households (Amorim et al. 2018; Ellis and Simons 2014), an extensive literature has investigated 

whether race moderates the association between grandparental coresidence and child outcomes 

(e.g., Augustine & Raley 2013; Dunifon & Kowaleski-Jones 2007; Foster & Kalil 2007; 

Mollborn et al 2011; Pilkauskas 2014). The present supplemental analysis engages this previous 

literature by reporting on the role of race as a moderator of the relationship between 

multigenerational coresidence and child-related spending.  

 

Table 1.6. Selected Coefficients from Regression Investigating the Role of Parent’s Race a and 

Grandparental Coresidence on Child-Related Spending  

 

 

School Child Care Hobbies  

B SE B SE B SE 

3gen coresidence 0.178** 0.056 -0.926*** 0.056 0.011 0.056 

Black*3gen coresidence 0.177 0.109 0.085 0.106 -0.219* 0.110 

Other race*3gen coresidence 0.071 0.144 0.180 0.142 -0.155 0.143 

Controls included YES  YES  YES  

 

Note: All values are weighted. All controls are included. White parents are the reference 

category.  
a The Consumer Expenditure Survey does not collect information on ethnicity consistently during 

the waves used in this study.  

*** p<.001, ** p<.01, * p<.05. 

 

Table 1.6 indicates that, net of socioeconomic and demographic characteristics, 

differences in patterns of spending between three and two-generation households are similar 
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across racial groups: within each racial group, multigenerational households increase spending 

on school and decrease spending on child care relative to two-generation households.  

Importantly, racial differences in levels of spending on child care and school are not statistically 

significant. Only spending on hobbies and organized activities is significantly moderated by race, 

with Black parents in three-generation households spending significantly less than White parents 

in three-generation households and less than Black parents in two-generation households, a 

pattern that is not repeated for other racial groups. Though uncovering the theoretical 

mechanisms through which race could be associated with spending patterns of multigenerational 

households is beyond the scope of this paper9, previous studies suggest that, net of 

socioeconomic characteristics, differences in spending on hobbies could be due to cultural 

preferences or institutional constraints (Stykes, Manning, and Brown 2014; Rossi and Rossi 

1990).  

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

Multigenerational households, in which children reside with at least one parent and 

grandparent, are increasingly common. Living with a grandparent may influence children’s well-

being in multiple ways, but empirical research has not reached a consensus on whether and when 

grandparental coresidence benefits children. The existing literature lacks studies that address a 

particularly important mechanism through which three-generation arrangements can influence 

                                                 
9 This study focuses on how instrumental or economic generational needs influence the 

intergenerational flow of resources. Though racial categories are associated with these needs, 

they likely do not capture any kind of generational need net of socioeconomic controls. 
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children’s well-being: financial investments. This study addresses this gap and is the first to 

investigate how multigenerational households spend on school, hobbies and activities, and child 

care compared to two-generation households. It also contributes to a growing literature 

investigating whether parents’ socioeconomic disadvantaged moderates the association between 

multigenerational relationships and child well-being. 

Results indicate that multigenerational coresidence is associated with increased spending 

on education and decreased spending on child care. This additional spending on education might 

be one of the mechanisms that explain the positive association between children’s educational 

outcomes and three-generation coresidence found in other studies (DeLeire & Kalil 2002; 

Mollborn et al. 2011). Decreased spending on child care suggests that either parents or 

grandparents are more often available to care for children (e.g., Cardia & Ng 2003; Dimova & 

Wolf 2007).  Overall, results suggest that living with grandparents is associated with higher 

levels of school-related spending, and likely also with more time spent with children. These 

results lend support to the hypothesis that living with grandparents may represent an advantage 

for parents and children. They also suggest that at least some forms of complex living 

arrangements may benefit children.  

But economically or instrumentally disadvantaged parents are the ones most likely to live 

(and to seek) three-generation arrangements. Should we then expect the advantage accrued by 

doubling up to be restricted to these parents? Both the socialization and the economic deprivation 

perspectives suggest that this is the case. My findings also corroborate this hypothesis and 

indicate that never-married or low income parents living with grandparents increase their child-

related spending relative to similar two-generation households more than partnered or higher 

income parents in three-generation households. These results may be partly due to the fact that 
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economically or instrumentally disadvantaged parents are more likely to live with grandparents 

who are relatively advantaged in comparison with themselves and, therefore, in a better position 

to provide support.  

Conversely, partnered, divorced or economically advantaged parents in three-generation 

households spend less on child care, and on hobbies and organized activities, and do not spend 

differently on education when compared to their two-generation counterparts. These results 

support previous findings that married and/or economically stable parents may be motivated to 

live in three-generation households by grandparents’ needs instead of their own. Under these 

circumstances, three-generation coresidence may decrease child-related spending if frail or 

economically dependent grandparents divert money and time that would otherwise be invested in 

grandchildren (Bianchi et al. 2007; Keene & Batson 2010). These findings suggest that three-

generation coresidence is not a one-size-fits-all solution, and that it may be the most beneficial 

for those who need the most support and who are also the most likely to enter these 

arrangements. This does not necessarily imply, however, that three-generation coresidence is 

detrimental to child well-being for advantaged families. Despite decreases in levels of spending 

on some child-related categories among advantaged families, one must keep in mind that the 

comparison group (advantaged two-generational households) sets high levels of child-spending 

as the baseline.  

Grandparents’ characteristics, in particular their neediness or ability to help, arguably 

also matter. A third set of analyses within three-generation households investigates associations 

between grandparental characteristics and child-related spending patterns. It indicates that the 

more money grandparents have, the more likely they are to invest in children, and the more time 

grandparents have, the more they contribute to child care. Findings regarding the role of 
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grandparents’ education and parents’ race on patterns of child-related spending of three-

generation households also suggest that family decisions are not solely guided by generational 

needs, and that cultural preferences, values, and/or expectations may play an important role in 

how families allocate their resources. Uncovering the role of these preferences and values in 

determining the flow of resources within multigenerational households is beyond the scope of 

the present paper but represents a ripe area for future research.  

This study has some important limitations that could not be tested. First, difficulties in 

identifying three-generation households in the CEX likely resulted in downward biased estimates 

of the association between multigenerational coresidence and child investments. A robustness 

check (available upon request) using the household roster information on who’s in the house and 

how old they are to make educated guesses about the presence of grandparents that are not 

biologically related to the reference parent were conducted and corroborated the presented 

findings. Second, the present analysis does not capture changes in expenditures that are not 

child-specific but that still have important implications for child well-being such as expenditures 

on food and shelter. Similarly, this analysis does not capture important non-financial 

mechanisms through which grandparental coresidence can influence children’s outcomes, such 

as values and expectations, relationship quality, parenting role, and emotional support. Third, the 

CEX does not allow identification of monetary or in-kind contributions from non-resident family 

members. For example, it might be that some families spend less on children’s school materials 

or books, but receive such objects from non-resident family members or institutions (including 

non-resident grandparents). Because in-kind and monetary contributions from non-resident 

family members can occur in both three and two-generation households, this measurement error 

likely results in attenuation bias. Fourth, families who select into three-generation households 
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might differ in unobserved ways that could be associated with differential strategies of child 

investment. Finally, this cross-sectional analysis is unable to establish a causal connection 

between grandparental coresidence and child investments.  

In spite of these limitations, the findings from this study provide significant advancement 

in understanding one of the mechanisms through which grandparental coresidence can benefit 

children. They point to the importance of grandparental coresidence as an adaptive strategy that 

helps disadvantaged parents to invest more in their children’s education, hobbies and activities, 

and to save costs of child care. In addition, they suggest that there are important sources of 

heterogeneity associated with parents’ economic and marital statuses that need to be further 

explored by scholars interested in multigenerational relationships.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

“MY FAVORITE ONE IS THE ONE WHO IS THERE RIGHT NOW”: CLASS 

DIFFERENCES IN KIN SUPPORT LATER IN LIFE 

 

Step-families are common in the United States. Today, four in ten American adults have 

at least one step-relative in their family (Parker 2011) and about three in ten American children 

will ever live in a step-family before reaching adulthood (Bumpass et al. 1995). Though most 

family scholarship focuses on step-families with minor children, family complexity is not 

restricted to young families. In 2013, two-thirds of Americans ages 55 to 64 who had ever been 

married had remarried, as well as half of those 65 and older (Livingston 2014). Mature step-

relations are common not only due to new relationships formed between older adults, whose rate 

of divorce and remarriage have increased over time, but also due to the aging of young step-

families formed by the Baby Boomers during the “divorce revolution” (Cooney and Dunne 2001; 

Stewart 2006). As a result, recent estimates suggest that nearly one in eight women and one in 

five men ages 55 and older have step-children (Wiemers et al. 2016).   

Given that families are a central source of individual support, life satisfaction, and well-

being in older ages (Antonucci et al. 2004), social scientists have asked whether and how 

families’ roles have changed in an era of family complexity. Most theories and empirical studies 

on the functioning of step-families suggest that older step-parents experience role ambiguity, and 

engage in fewer exchanges of support with their step and biological children than parents in 

intact families (Berry 2008; Cherlin 2004; Clark and Kenney 2010; Eggebeen 1992; Killian and 

Ganong 2002; Silverstein and Giarrusso 2010; Wiemers et al. 2019). This suggests that 

American families’ increasing complexity may negatively impact the quality of parents’ 
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relationships with their adult children, who are often considered one of the most robust sources 

of support and resource exchange in later life (Fingerman et al. 2013; Swartz 2009). 

At the same time that income inequality has increased dramatically (Piketty and Saez 

2014), family life has also become increasingly disparate by socioeconomic status (SES). 

Diversity in kinship structures are particularly salient among families of lower socioeconomic 

status, who face higher risks of experiencing separation and re-partnering (Bumpass et al. 1995; 

Guzzo and Furstenberg 2007). The implications of family complexity for intergenerational 

exchanges might also matter more for lower-SES older adults, who are more likely to depend on 

kin support (Grundy 2005; Henretta et al. 2002; Pezzin and Schone 1999). Though sociologists 

have long documented the importance of kinship ties to the survival of the poor (Drake and 

Cayton 1970; Du Bois and Eaton 1899; Gans 1982; Kornblum and Janowitz 1974; Stack 1975), 

fewer studies have investigated the consequences of widespread family complexity for kin 

support among the poor. I address this important gap in the sociological literature while focusing 

on a part of the life course in which people might need the most support from kin: later life.  

This study draws on in-depth interviews with 47 step-parents (age 60 and older) in order 

to investigate older adults’ exchanges of support with biological and step-children in different 

socioeconomic contexts. I found that, across social classes, both biological and step-children 

represent important sources of actual and perceived support for older adults. Despite the fact that 

lower-SES step-parents more often reported receiving monetary, emotional, or instrumental 

support from their step and biological children than higher-SES step-parents, they were also 

more likely to break ties with at least some biological and step-children over time. This results 

from the fact that lower-SES step-parents are more likely develop contingent ties with their 

children, regardless of biological relatedness. Contingent relationship dynamics do not result 
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from lower-SES step-parents feeling differently about their children when compared to higher-

SES step-parents. Rather, it is the scarcity of lower-SES step-parents’ resources and the 

instability of their (and their children’s) social and economic environments that seem to promote 

this specific type of supportive tie. These results have several implications for our understanding 

of the role of kin support within complex family environments and across social classes.  

 

BACKGROUND 

Family Complexity and Kin Support In Later Life 

Social support is a central function of social networks which has been associated with 

important outcomes such as the absence of loneliness and greater well-being during later life 

(Ashida and Heaney 2008; Cornwell and Waite 2009; Steptoe et al. 2013). Social support refers 

to objective resource exchanges or to the perception that members of one’s networks are willing 

to exchange resources of various types (Ashida and Heaney 2008). Ties with adult children are 

thought to provide one of the broadest and most robust pathways of support and resource 

exchange in later life (Fingerman et al. 2013; Swartz 2009) and have been linked to a range of 

outcomes for aging parents, including psychological and physical well-being (Fingerman et al. 

2008; Swartz 2009; Umberson 1992). Little research, however, has looked at the role played by 

step-children in the support network of older adults.  

Stepfamilies are those in which there is absence of a biological relationship between 

one’s children and one’s serious romantic partner, regardless of marriage, residential status, and 

sexual orientation. Most theories and empirical studies on the functioning of step-families 

indicate that members of step-families are disadvantaged compared to members of intact families 

in terms of intergenerational support exchanges (Stewart 2006). Remarriage may negatively 
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impact intergenerational support because members of step-families lack culturally established 

guidelines for role performance (Cherlin 1978), experience greater levels of ambiguity, stress, 

and conflict (Coleman et al. 2000; Marsiglio 2004), and dilute their resources across multiple 

households (Manning and Smock 1999, 2000; Tach et al. 2010). As a result, parents in step-

families have been found to experience less intergenerational contact, lower relationship quality, 

and lower levels of objective and perceived exchanges of time and money with their step and 

biological children (Berry 2008; Clark and Kenney 2010; Eggebeen 1992; Killian and Ganong 

2002; Pezzin and Schone 1999; Wiemers et al. 2019). Because step-families formed through 

divorce are more likely to include non-resident fathers, divorce and remarriage may be more 

detrimental to the relationships of children with their fathers. After remarriage of either fathers or 

mothers, non-residential fathers reduce the amount of contact they have with children (Blackwell 

and Dawe 2003; Hetherington and Kelly 2002). This may happen because men “swap families”, 

giving more time and money to their step-children than their biological children (Clingempeel, 

Colyar, and Hetherington 1994; Manning and Smock 2000; Schmeeckle 2007) or because 

biological mothers engage in gate keeping” (Ganong 2015).  

Even though divorce and remarriage may harm the relationship of the remarried parent 

with his/her biological children, step-relationships are considered to be even more fragile. One of 

the reasons why step-parents may exchange fewer resources with step than biological children is 

that step-relatives are more likely to consider their relationship contingent on previous 

interactions. In deciding whether and when to exchange support, step-relatives take into 

consideration, for example, their shared life history (e.g., when they first met, experiences of 

conflict), relationship quality, proximity, and contact (Clawson and Ganong 2002; Cooney 1994; 

https://onlinelibrary-wiley-com.proxy.library.cornell.edu/doi/full/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2006.00352.x#b4
https://onlinelibrary-wiley-com.proxy.library.cornell.edu/doi/full/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2006.00352.x#b4
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Curran et al. 2003).  This contingency of relationships means that they are seen as voluntary, and 

that step-relatives feel less obliged to help each other (Stewart 2005).  

Many of the existing theories and empirical studies indicate potential disadvantages of 

step-family living, but other scholars have also emphasized that step-families may be resilient 

and functional. These scholars have noted potential strengths that may stem from a larger 

extended kin network (Furstenberg 2014; Ganong and Coleman 2012; Hetherington and Kelly 

2002). They pose that family processes such as relationship quality, family cohesion, and 

parental involvement are more important than family structure per se (Demo and Acock 1996; 

Lansford et al. 2001). Furthermore, some traits of step-families that are commonly seen as 

negative, such as step-parents’ low levels of involvement in discipline, may actually improve 

step-relationships (Cooksey and Fondell 1996; Hetherington and Kelly 2002; Kurdek and Fine 

1991). Similarly, family boundary ambiguity and permeability might be completely reasonable 

and desirable to successful step-family adaptation (Walker and Messinger 1979). This previous 

literature has not, however, discussed whether perceptions of step-relationships as contingent and 

voluntary can be positive, and in what contexts it can be desirable.  

The present study investigates how step-family dynamics may impact exchanges of 

intergenerational support between older adults and their biological and step-children. In doing so, 

it highlights contingency as a central characteristic of step-relationships. Perceptions of 

contingency in step-relationships have been associated with lower sense of filial obligation and 

responsibility, and, thus, with lower exchanges of support (Stewart 2005). However, previous 

studies have not analyzed whether perceptions of contingency are restricted to step-relationships, 

and whether they vary by social class.  

Socioeconomic Differences in Kin Support 
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Though kinship ties may contribute to the well-being of people across the socioeconomic 

spectrum, sociological research has documented their central importance for the survival of the 

poor  (Drake and Cayton 1970; Du Bois and Eaton 1899; Edin and Lein 1997; Gans 1982, 1982; 

Kornblum and Janowitz 1974; Stack 1975). The solidarity among lower-SES kin has often been 

portrayed in contrast with the individualistic and independent aspirations of the middle-class 

(Stack 1975; Timonen et al. 2013; Van Groenou and Van Tilburg 2003). Instead of relying on 

kin for support, middle-class parents are more often reliant on friends, paid help, and other non-

kin when compared to low-SES parents (Antonucci et al. 2003; Greenwell and Bengtson 1997; 

Van Groenou and Van Tilburg 2003). The salience of kin ties, and particularly parent-child ties, 

for the poor are also corroborated by the fact that lower-SES older adults dedicate more total 

effort to support adult children than higher-SES adults, despite having fewer material resources 

(Fingerman et al. 2015), and 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 et al. 2006). 

As higher-SES individuals tend to have more financial resources to access formal care 

(Szinovacz and Davey 2007), lower-SES older adults may depend more on adult children to 

fulfill the instrumental and practical needs that can accompany aging. The reliability of kin 

support for the poor, however, has recently been questioned (Desmond 2012; Hartigan 1999; 

Miller-Cribbs and Farber 2008). Poor people may confront a number of impediments when 

seeking aid from kin, including kin’s resource-deprivation or unwillingness to help (Desmond, 

2012). They may also experience more stressors such as incarceration, labor market 

disadvantages, evictions, and financial hardships (Desmond 2016; Pettit and Western 2004; 

Small and McDermott 2006) – all of which may ultimately promote instability in parent-child 
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bonds. Goldman and Cornwell (2018) found that lower-SES older adults, who perhaps most need 

the support of adult children, may also be at the most risk of losing those ties or of not being able 

to consistently draw on them.  

Though several studies have investigated how family support differs by social class or by 

family structure, scholars have neglected the interaction of family complexity and socioeconomic 

status. Existing research seems to suggest that lower-SES adults in step-families experience a 

kind of double-jeopardy: in addition to the challenges associated with developing stable and 

supportive relationships in the context of poverty (Goldman and Cornwell 2018; Desmond 

2016), they also experience family complexity that may alter the supportive nature of family 

relationships and further limit opportunities for exchanges of kin support (Amato et al. 2007; 

Dakin and Wampler 2008; Karney and Bradbury 2005; Popenoe 2007). We do not know much, 

however, about how step-family dynamics influence support exchanged under different 

socioeconomic circumstances. 

The Present Study 

This study is a qualitative inquiry into the role of biological and step-children in older 

step-parents’ support networks. It accounts for the context in which family relations take place, 

investigating how perceived contingency of step-relationships shape the amount, type, and 

meaning of support exchanged between step-parents and step-children. It also investigates 

whether perception of conditionality is restricted to step-relationships, and whether it is always 

negatively associated with the quantity and quality of support exchanges. Finally, it unveils how 

social class patterns relationships within step-families. This study design allows detailed 

characterization of kin relationships and uncovers motives and meanings of support exchanges, 
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promoting a nuanced understanding of how family complexity and class differences shape kin 

support in late life.  

 

DATA AND METHOD 

Recruitment of Participants 

This study relied on a non-probability purposive sample of 47 older step-parents. In order 

to participate in this study, step-parents needed to be 60 years and older, cognitively able to 

participate in an interview,10 speak English, and live in upstate New York. Step-parents had only 

to consider themselves as such, regardless of their current or previous marital statuses. All step-

parents who volunteered to participate in this study, however, had acquired at least part of their 

step-children through marriage. Recruitment of participants took place from July of 2017 to May 

of 2018, through the use of University databases, local agencies’ newsletters, electronic listservs, 

and fliers in public spaces such as food pantries, non-profit organizations, and public housing 

projects. Recruitment of six step-fathers also occurred through snowball sampling given that this 

group of step-parents was more difficult to recruit.11  

Because this study aimed to compare the experiences of step-parents across 

socioeconomic groups, I pursued socioeconomic diversity in the sample from the start. I also 

                                                 
10 Cognitive ability to participate in the study was gauged through a short cognitive assessment 

(Callahan et al. 2002). 

11 A total of six step-fathers (two low-SES and four high-SES) were recruited through their 

wives. In these families, both wives and husbands were step-parents and both were interviewed 

(separately) for this project.   
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strove to balance characteristics of the population (such as age and gender) within each 

socioeconomic group. Socioeconomic status was defined based on participants’ self-reported 

education, occupation, and income12 (Bradley and Corwyn 2002; Ensminger et al. 2003), which 

represent the traditional indicators of SES, and through net worth, a household-based indicator of 

SES that may be particularly appropriate when capturing the socioeconomic status of older 

adults (Grundy and Holt 2001). All respondents volunteered their net worth, which accounted for 

all their assets, including house and land13. 

This multidimensional measure of SES aims at capturing differences in the amount of 

resources available to step-parents, and thus, their ability to help children and their need to 

receive help from children. Interviewees were assigned to a socioeconomic group based 

primarily on their net worth, which tended to correlate with their occupation and educational 

attainment. Participants with net worth (including house and land) higher than $500,000 often 

held white collar jobs (or were homemakers married to someone who help a white collar job) and 

had at least a high school degree. However, some participants had high net worth because they 

had inherited (generally later in life) either land or a house that had increased in value over time. 

                                                 
12 I also used characteristics of participants’ spouses when interviewees were women. 

13 Net worth was determined as a response to the question:  “Suppose you (and your spouse or partner) 

cashed in all your checking and savings accounts, stocks and bonds, real estate, sold your home, your 

vehicles, and all your valuable possessions. Then suppose you put your money towards paying all your 

mortgage and all your other loans, debts and credit cards. Would you have any money left over after 

paying all your debts or would you still owe money? How much would you have left over/still owe?” 
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If these respondents had less than a high school degree and a blue collar job, they were 

categorized as lower-SES, despite the high net worth.  

Interviews were conducted to the point of thematic saturation, when new themes and 

categories stop emerging (Guest et al. 2006). Saturation was reached at just over 20 interviews 

for higher and lower-SES participants. The final sample contains 24 higher-SES step-parents and 

23 lower-SES step-parents.   

In-Depth Interviews 

Interviews are a useful method of data collection when the researcher is interested in 

processes that cannot be directly observed (such as subjective perceptions of support), and when 

researchers can benefit from retrospective information provided by participants (such as 

information about the histories of step-relationships) (Creswell and Creswell 2017). For this 

project, data collection relied on in-depth semi-structured qualitative interviews that lasted, on 

average, 100 minutes. Interviews were scheduled at a convenient place and time for participants 

and all, except for three, were conducted in-person. Most interviews occurred in participants’ 

homes, in private, and about one-fourth of interviews were conducted in public spaces (e.g., 

offices, coffee shops, parks). Before the interview started, I gained informed consent from 

participants and gave participants a monetary compensation ($30).  

The interview guide (included in Appendix 2A.1) contained open-ended questions about 

family and marital history, early interactions with step-children, current relationship quality with 

step-children and biological children, role of biological and step-children in interviewees’ lives, 

exchanges of support with step and biological children, interviewees’ current network of support 

and changes in the support network over time. In order to map the structure of older step-parents’ 

networks of support, respondents were also given a visual diagram with three concentric circles 
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and asked to place close and important individuals into these circles according to three levels of 

intimacy: close (outer ring), closer (middle), and closest (inner). This diagram has been used in 

research on older adults since the 1980s and was developed by Kahn and Antonucci (Antonucci 

1985).  After the circles were filled, respondents explained the types, quality, and functions of 

relationships included in the circles. Specifically, participants were asked, through unstructured 

questions, to describe the kind of support (i.e., emotional, instrumental/practical, or 

material/financial support) exchanged and perceived to be available with people in each of the 

circles.   

Data Analysis 

All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim and analyzed using NVivo 

software. For this project, interviews were analyzed using content analysis. The units of analysis 

were themes, which are represented by excerpts of text that varied in length (Guest et al. 2012). 

Data collection and analysis occurred simultaneously, in an iterative technique that provided 

feedback on what questions were working or not working, what patterns were emerging from the 

interviews, and what key perspectives might be missing (Creswell and Creswell 2017). In this 

process, patterns were identified and the interpretation of the whole was continually changed and 

refined (Levitt et al. 2017). 

The analysis was both theory-driven and inductive, and therefore relied on categories 

derived from the literature about social support and step-families as well as on themes that 

emerged from open-coding the transcripts (Guest et al. 2012). After a coding-scheme had been 

developed and applied to all interviews, I developed inter-related themes, interpreted their 

meanings, and theorized about their relationships (Creswell et al. 2007). I maximized the 

reliability of my codes by establishing clear definitions of the codes and discussing the codes 
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with experts in the field. Through iterative comparison of the data with the codes and through 

extensive memos about codes and definitions, I ensured that codes were applied consistently 

across different study subjects (Gibbs 2007).  

Findings are presented mainly through quotes representative of themes that emerged from 

the qualitative analysis. In order to provide an in-depth view of mature step-family dynamics, 

four interviewees were selected to represent supportive ties across socioeconomic classes: Claire 

(higher-SES step-mother), Joan (lower-SES step-mother), William (higher-SES step-father) and 

Arnie (lower-SES step-father).14 15 Though these four cases are extensively discussed, other 

respondents’ stories may also be used to complement and enrich these narratives.  

 

RESULTS 

 How do step-family dynamics shape the support that older adults exchange with 

biological and step-children in later life? How do relationships and support exchanged with adult 

children vary by social class? To answer these questions, I examine how step-parents see their 

relationships with adult biological and step-children and discuss how these perceptions and 

relationship dynamics shape the support networks of older step-parents across social classes.  

 

 

                                                 
14 In this study, I focus on similarities across gender in order to focus on socioeconomic 

differences. Gender differences in the development of supportive relationships with step-children 

should be visited in future work. 

15 All names in this paper are pseudonyms.  
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Socioeconomic and Demographic Differences 

Table 2.1 reports on demographic characteristics of the analytic sample. It indicates that 

respondents were, on average, 71 years old. Almost all respondents were white, about two-thirds 

of respondents were female, over three-quarters were married, and over three-quarters had their 

own biological children. Participants’ characteristics were similar to the characteristics of older 

residents of Tompkins County, New York, from where about two-thirds of respondents were 

recruited, though study participants were more likely to be women and to be currently married 

than the overall population of older adults.   

Table 2.1. Summary Statistics, By Socioeconomic Status 

 ACS Sample 

 Tompkins a All High-SES Low-SES 

Age 70.1 71.5 72.2 70.6 

% Female 53.9 65.9 66.6 65.2 

% White 94.0 93.6 95.8 91.3 

% Married 60.1 76.5 95.8 56.5 

% with bio child -- 78.7 62.5 95.6 

Median number of children b --  2 4 

N 234 47 24 23 
a Data from the weighted 2017 American Community Survey (ACS) is restricted to people 60 

and older who live in Tompkins County outside of group quarters.  
b Includes biological and step-children 

 

About half of the sample is composed of socioeconomically advantaged step-parents. 

Socioeconomically advantaged step-parents generally had a college degree and a net worth 

higher than $500,000, including home and land. Their current or last jobs were often as 

administrators, therapists, professors, accountants, realtors, and consultants. Some of the higher-

SES step-mothers worked as homemakers, but were married to men who held white-collar jobs. 

Almost all of these step-parents owned their homes (some owned multiple homes), had savings, 

health insurance, life insurance, and enough disposable income to spend on entertainment. 
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Higher-SES step-parents were more likely to be currently married at the time of the interview, 

and their relationship status provided them with additional sources of financial and social 

support. In addition, only about two-thirds of higher-SES parents had biological children of their 

own and many of the childless step-parents were in their first marriage. This means that these 

higher-SES step-parents had less competing demands for their more abundant resources when 

compared to lower-SES step-parents.  

Most step-parents classified as socioeconomically disadvantaged worked or had worked 

as secretaries, substitute teachers, farmers, cleaners, drivers, care-takers, and small business 

owners. These step-parents often lived in public housing projects, trailer communities, rentals, or 

owned small houses in farms or in less expensive neighborhoods. They were more likely to be 

isolated: almost half were not married (and among the unmarried, most lived alone), most of 

them did not own a car or other mode of transportation, and some had difficulty getting around 

due to health issues that affected their mobility. Most had a net worth of $100,000 (including 

house and land) or less, and about one-quarter had a net worth of $0. About half depended on 

food pantries, churches, and other charitable organizations to make ends meet. Differently than 

higher-SES step-parents, lower-SES interviewees were more likely to have been previously 

married and to be on their second or third marriage. They were also much more likely to have 

had biological children of their own in previous marriages – in fact, almost all of them did. This 

means that they had more children from previous and current partnerships, which put additional 

demands on their already scarce resources.  

This paper discusses the step-family dynamics of four interviewees in detail. Two step-

parents, Claire and William, are considered representative of the experiences of the higher-SES 

group. William was a 66-year-old retired therapist who lived with his second wife, Jane, in the 
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house where he helped to raise his two step-children, Emily and Karl. His two-story house, 

located in the outskirts of a small village in upstate New York, is well-decorated in a rustic style, 

with flowers on the tables, family photos on the walls, and cards on fridge. Back when he bought 

the house, he had less money and less options. Now, he could easily move elsewhere, but he did 

not want to leave his home: he had fond memories in that house and liked the quiet 

neighborhood. Claire, a 72-year-old retired social worker, also lived with her first husband, Gary, 

in a traditionally decorated and well-lit rented duplex. The couple had sold their house and 

moved into a retirement community because they liked the social life it offered. As an additional 

benefit, the community was very close to one of Claire’s step-sons, James. Both Claire and 

William’s families were financially stable, and each had a net worth of over one million dollars. 

Two step-parents were also selected for representing the most common experiences of the 

lower-SES families: Joan and Arnie. Joan was a 66-year-old house cleaner who had six step-

children from her late husband, Bill, and three biological children from her first husband, 

Ronald. After Ronald left her for a “really young girlfriend,” Bill invited her to move in with 

him. At first, Bill just wanted to help her since she had nowhere else to go. But after a little 

while, Joan and Bill became romantically involved. At the time of the interview, Bill had passed 

away and Joan still lived in his farmhouse, despite the fact that her step-children tried to “kick 

her out.” After all the years she had spent taking care of Bill, Joan felt entitled to the property, 

which was worth about $120,000 and represented all the wealth she owned. The farmhouse had 

been her major source of financial security: at one point, she had to remortgage it in order to get 

through a particularly rough patch after Bill had passed and she had lost her job. During this 

period of economic insecurity, Joan felt that she was really “on [her] own,” with exception of 

some members of the town’s small church that helped her make ends meet. Luckily, she was 
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later able to find several small jobs as a cleaner or a care giver for elderly people in the small 

rural village where she lives. She counted on her good health to keep up with the physically 

demanding work and to pay the bills.   

The second lower-SES step-parent represented in this paper is Arnie, a 75-year-old 

retired machinery technician and veteran who had two biological children with his first wife, five 

step-children from his second wife, and two step-children from his third wife. For a little while, 

he was a single dad raising his two biological children on his own – until their mom, who had 

“abandoned them” came back and took them to live with her and her new partner. Arnie did not 

think he would have won a custody battle for his biological children given that he was a 

convicted felon and a recovering alcoholic. Still, he managed to stay in touch with his children 

and helped to raise them. Plus, his house had always been full of step-children and, sometimes, 

step-grandchildren. At the moment of the interview, Arnie lived only with his third wife, Carol. 

Despite the fact that they had been divorced for years, he invited her to move back with him after 

she was diagnosed with progressive multiple sclerosis. Arnie became Carol’s primary caretaker, 

though he himself had severe health issues. As he explained: “I have pieces missing. I have, I 

have a bag on, I have an appliance, I had an ileostomy. I have no rectum and no large bowel at 

all and I have an artificial hip and, with my hearing aids in ideal situations, I can hear 60% of 

speech.” For a while, neither Arnie nor Carol had health insurance, and they were “paying for 

stuff and I didn’t have any [money],” until volunteers at the Catholic Charities enrolled them on 

Medicaid and Medicare. This and other charitable organizations have helped Arnie and his 

family multiple times when they needed help paying bills or buying food. Like Joan, Arnie was 

also a homeowner. He felt lucky that he had bought his small house, located on a corner of a 

busy street, many years ago. The house, which was worth about $90,000 and was acquired 
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initially through an illegal deed, was all that he owned. Arnie was mostly homebound due to his 

and Carol’s health issues, which made maintaining a social life difficult. But some of his 

children came by and visited once in a while. In between visits and the time spent caring for 

Carol, Arnie liked to sit on his front porch with his small poodle and read the Bible.  

Whereas higher-SES step-parents lived in a context of economic and marital stability, 

lower-SES step-parents often lived in a context of poverty and scarcity of social and financial 

resources. The different contexts experienced by higher and lower-SES step-parents shaped the 

development of supportive relationships with their children, biological and step alike.  

Family (In)stability 

Almost all higher-SES step-parents were currently married. One of the most 

distinguishing characteristics of higher-SES step-families was the perceived stability of step-

parents’ marital unions. The stability of higher-SES couples’ marital unions trickled down to 

their relationship with children. After all, stably married step-parents often framed their 

relationships with step-children and their partners’ relationship with their biological children as 

necessary parts of their romantic union. As a childless step-father poses: “I wasn’t thinking ‘boy 

my life is really empty I need two stepchildren’. I found [my wife], I fell in love with her, and 

the kids came as part of the package… and, uh, it turned out to be a wonderful package.” In order 

to be successful in their marriages, these step-parents felt like they should be successful in their 

relationships with their step-children. These step-parents would carefully and consciously strive 

to create a positive, friendly, and unique role in their step-children’s lives. Those with biological 

children also required this kind of behavior from their partners. As a step-mother poses: “if my 

[biological] children were against the marriage, I wouldn’t have gone through with it.” In order 

to nurture parent-child relationships in a context of family complexity, some of these step-
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parents sought professional help, and others took courses, heard radio shows, or read books 

about step-parenting. In many of these families, complexity in structure did not equal instability 

in relationships.  

William, for example, had married Jane when his step-children were still young. As many 

other higher-SES couples, they were very careful in choosing the timing in which they would 

announce their relationship, move in together, and marry. They sought counseling with members 

of their church and “moved things slowly.” They also made sure to include the kids’ biological 

father in their decisions and to maintain a friendly relationship with him - for the kids’ sake. 

From the beginning, William knew that his wife’s relationship with her children were her 

priority, and thus he considered his step-children as permanent additions to his life. He knew that 

developing a stable and positive relationship with step-children was essential to the success of 

his romantic union: “it was very clear from the beginning that the kids’ interests are primary.” 

He was so invested in establishing a positive family dynamic with Jane, Emily, and Karl, that he 

agreed not to have children of his own – a request that Jane had made with her children’s best 

interest at heart.  

“So, we talked about having children. We were still young enough. We were, you know, 

in our 30’s and I remember Jane saying ‘I don’t want it to affect, negatively affect Karl 

and Emily if we had a biological child.’ So, I thought about that a lot and I thought that it 

would negatively affect them. I know my family, I knew my parents… they would like 

latch on to, I’m the only son, they would latch onto like a biological child that I had and I 

felt like, there was already conflict with my family around, you know, my step-children.” 

Lower-SES step-parents, on the other hand, were more likely to experience instability in 

their romantic unions. Take the example of Arnie, who had two biological children and seven 
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step-children from three different wives. Arnie’s relationships with his second wife’s and his 

third wife’s children were vastly different, in part because his relationships with each of these 

wives were also very different: whereas Arnie had a long-term stable marriage that ended in 

widowhood with his second wife, Martha, he and his third wife, Carol, had a tumultuous on-and-

off relationship that ended in divorce and subsequent spells of cohabitation. While married to 

Carol, Arnie developed a more disengaged relationship with her children. This may be in part 

due to the instability of their romantic union, in part because her children were already adults 

when Arnie first met them, and in part because Carol herself did not get along with her children 

– though Arnie never gave too much thought as to why this is the case. Potentially as a result of 

these different relationship dynamics, though Arnie still considered Martha’s children as his 

step-children after widowhood, he did not feel the same way about Carol’s children, “I guess we 

are not married so [her children] are not step-children anymore.” Needless to say, Arnie 

interacted less and exchanged less support with Carol’s children than with Martha’s children.  

The narratives of lower-SES respondents indicate that they not only experience instability 

in their romantic unions, but also in ties with both biological and step-children. Broken ties with 

step and biological children were sometimes a result of marital dissolution, but also of mental 

health issues, drug addiction, unresolved conflicts, or “just life” (i.e., many of the interviewed 

lower-SES step-parents could not pin-point a reason or a moment in which a tie with a biological 

or step-child was broken). Despite considering Martha’s children as his own, Arnie also lost 

touch with three out of five of them because they had “severe drug problems,” had moved far 

away, or had decided on their own to cut ties with the rest of the family.” 

Arnie’s experiences did not represent isolated incidents: about 6 in 10 lower-SES step-

parents in my sample had lost contact with at least one step-child by the time of the interview. 
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This instability was seldom experienced by higher-SES step-parents, given that only about 1 in 

10 of higher-SES step-parents lost contact with a step-child. Furthermore, instability of parent-

child ties within lower-SES families was not limited to step-children as about 4 in 10 lower-SES 

respondents in my sample had lost contact with at least one biological child by the time of the 

interviews. Case in point, Joan had lost touch with two out of three of her biological children for 

extended periods of time. She explains that she lost touch with her biological son because of his 

spells in jail, and with her biological daughter because she was involved in an abusive 

relationship with a romantic partner. None of the interviewed higher-SES step-parents had lost 

touch with any of their biological children.  

Although interviews suggest that the stability and timing of romantic relationships may 

affect how step-parents’ feel about their step-children across social classes, lower-SES step-

parents were much more likely to perceive their romantic unions as unstable – and, thus, to 

develop more disengaged and unstable step-relationships. Due to other kinds of social and 

economic instability (such as incarceration, domestic violence, drugs, mental health issues, and 

economic insecurity), lower-SES step-parents were also much more likely to experience 

instability in their ties with step and biological children than higher-SES parents. Next, I show 

how family instability is closely linked to perceptions of kin relationships as contingent.  

Contingency of Relationships 

In this study, as step-parents described the nature of their relationships with step and 

biological children, their responses were coded according to their perception of contingency of 

these relationships. When step-parents described relationship with an adult child as dependent on 

context (e.g., common interests, shared experiences, or relationship with the child’s other 

parents), their relationship was coded as contingent. Within each step-family, step-parents could 
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characterize their relationship with some biological or step-children as contingent, while 

characterizing their relationship with other children as non-contingent.  

Step-parents who deemed relationships with their step-children as contingent often said 

that they developed relationships with each of their step-children based on common interests and 

shared experiences – for example, becoming closer “as the years went by,” or becoming more 

distant because of step-children’s “unpleasant” or “antagonistic” personality. Step-relationships 

were also often contingent upon step-parents’ marital status, being vulnerable to transitions such 

as divorce or widowhood. As a step-mother explains, “the only reason I had contact with [my 

step-son] before [my husband] died was because [my step-son] came to visit his father, you 

know. But other than that, we, we don’t have any real ties.” Finally, many step-relationships 

were also contingent on the quality of their relationships with biological parents. For example, 

Claire, had had a tumultuous start to her relationship with her step-sons because their biological 

mother “turned everything around and told the kids that [their father] had left her [for me] - 

which wasn’t the case.” 

 Though less common, step-parents sometimes also considered their relationships with 

biological children as contingent on their personality. Some explained that they were not close to 

some biological children because these children “don’t open up,” are “mean,” or “pushed me 

away.” They also described their relationship with biological children as contingent on their 

relationship quality with biological children’s other parent. This was more common among men 

than women, since children tend to live with their mothers after divorce. For example, a step-

father explained that he experienced a fall out with his biological child because his ex-wife “did 

not let me see [his son].”   
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Parent-child relationships were considered as non-contingent when parents believed that 

they had developed bonds with children that were committed, durable, and independent of the 

quality of other relationships. Almost all relationships with biological children were discussed in 

these terms, but so were relationships with at least some step-children for most of the sample. 

Case in point, an interviewed step-mother who stayed in touch with her step-daughter after 

divorce said that “[my step-daughter] has always known she could come to me […] she was the 

daughter I never had.” As most step-parents in this category, this respondent felt committed to 

her step-daughter regardless of shared interests, personality, experiences, or current marital 

status: “I always felt like I need to be there for her.”  

Table 2.2 reports on the proportion of relationships that are seen as contingent. Previous 

studies have found that step-relations are likely to be seen as contingent on the nature of previous 

interactions. Corroborating prior work, almost all (80%) interviewed step-parents described the 

relationship with at least one of their step-children as contingent at some point in time. In 

contrast, only a small group of step-parents (20%) considered their relationship with at least one 

of their biological children as contingent at some point in time.  

 

Table 2.2. Contingency of Relationships Developed With Children 

 All High-SES Low-SES 

Biological children a    

    Perceived contingency 19% 4% 35% 

Step-children     

    Perceived contingency 81% 75% 87% 

Total  47 24 23 

Total with biological children 37 15 22 

a.     Proportions are conditional on having a biological children (Lower-SES) 

 

Table 2.2 also indicates that participants’ perceptions of contingency are associated with 

social class: higher-SES step-parents are more likely to classify their step and biological 
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relationships as non-contingent and lower-SES step-parents are more likely to classify their step 

and biological relationships as contingent.  

Interestingly, lower-SES step-parents were equally likely as higher-SES step-parents to 

feel like a parent to their step-children (70%). Arnie, for example, assures that “[my step-

children] are all my kids” and that “I love all of them […] even the ones that do not care about 

me […] Your family doesn’t come from biology, your family comes from God and I truly 

believe this stuff. I know it sounds trite and crappy but, for me, it’s my reality.”  Other lower-

SES step-parents stated, without question, that their step-children “are just like my kids”, that “I 

don’t see a difference”, or that “we [step-child and I] are family.”  

Regardless of lower-SES step-parents’ feelings and aspirations for their step-

relationships, they were still more likely to see their relationships with children as contingent. 

This perception of contingency, however, was not necessarily detrimental to step-parents’ well-

being. The following section shows that perceptions of contingency allow lower-SES step-

parents to develop heterogeneous relationships with their children, and to shape the amount and 

kind of support exchanges in which they engage. It will also show how this is an effective 

adaptive strategy to cope with the instability of social circles and resource scarcity.  

Contingent Relationships and Support Networks 

When interviewed, step-parents were given a visual diagram with three concentric circles 

and asked to place supportive individuals into these circles according to three levels of perceived 

support and intimacy (Antonucci 1985). Names listed in any of the concentric circles were 

considered as part of respondents’ support network. Participants’ perceptions of contingency in 

their relationships seems to matter for children’s placement in their support networks. Step-

parents who perceived their relationship with at least some children as contingent were less 
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likely to say that all their children were part of their networks of support. Table 2.3 shows the 

placement of biological and step-children in step-parents’ networks of support.  

Table 2.3. Children’s placement in step-parents networks of support 

 All High-SES Low-SES 

Biological children a    

    Presence of all bio children in support network  76% 93% 64% 

    Presence of at least one bio child in support network  100% 100% 100% 

Step-children     

    Presence of all step-children in support network 43% 54% 30% 

    Presence of at least one step-child in support network 70% 67% 74% 

a.  Proportions are conditional on having a biological children (N=37)  
 

Likely in part due to marital stability, to their partner’s expectations, and to perceptions 

of relationships as non-contingent, many higher-SES step-parents felt that they should dedicate 

their love and resources to all their biological and step-children. These step-parents more often 

developed supportive relationships with all their step-children when compared to lower-SES 

step-parents (54% vs. 30%). They were also more likely to develop supportive relationships with 

all their biological children (93% vs. 64%).16  

This was not a difficult task for William, who had a positive and nurturing relationship 

with both his step-children from the start. Other high-SES step-parents, however, had to work 

harder to achieve this goal. Take the example of Claire: she did not have a good start to her 

relationship with one of her step-sons, James, who, according to Claire, had been influenced by 

his biological mother to see Claire as the reason their parents got divorced. When James was 14 

                                                 
16 Almost half of the higher-SES step-parents did not have children of their own, but almost all 

of those who had biological children managed to maintain supportive relationships with all their 

biological children after remarriage. 
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years old, he moved in with Claire and Gary due to conflicts with his biological mother and her 

new husband. Claire says that James was angry with his parents and with her to the point that she 

was scared for her safety: 

“There were some winter coats and things hanging in his bedroom closet and I opened 

the closet one day to look for something and he had slashed my clothes with a knife. And 

I thought ‘alright, this kid needs help and I’m terrified of him and I don’t want him here 

anymore.’ So he went back [to his mother’s] home for a while, a few weeks maybe, and 

we decided that we needed some professional help. So that’s when this fellow got 

involved and it included meetings with Gary and James, me and James, James and his 

mother, all of us together… So that, you know, everybody was able to say their peace and 

each of us were able to tell James that we loved him and we really wanted him to be 

happy in life.” 

Despite the fact that she was afraid of James, after sending him away to his mother’s 

house for a few weeks, Claire decided that he should come back to live with her and Gary, after 

all, no matter the circumstances, “I will always be a step-mother to him.” Though she had to 

work hard to develop a good relationship with James, she never gave up. Now, as James grew 

older, they have “a good relationship.” Looking back at those difficult times, Claire said that, 

without doubt, “every parent goes through things like that.”  

Claire was not alone in her determination to be involved and supportive of all her 

children. Another higher-SES step-mother explained that step-parents should not only treat each 

step-child equally, but that biological and step-children should also not be differentiated: 

“They’re all your children, how can you separate them? […] Hey, you’re married now, you’re a 
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unit, you know, to me your children become his children and his children become your children 

and you’re supposed to be together.”  

As a result of this attempt at developing homogenously supportive relationships with all 

children, some higher-SES step-parents found themselves tied to children who were demanding, 

problematic, or critical. Take the example of a step-mother, whose step-daughter had an 

intellectual disability and a difficult personality. This step-mother felt responsible for the girl and 

served as a source of emotional support, affirmation, and instrumental support with day-to-day 

activities for her: “I don’t know if [being in this relationship] is a benefit [for me] but it’s 

meaningful … to do something for somebody else.” Similarly, a higher-SES step-father 

explained that he tried to give the same amount of support to all his biological and step-children, 

even though some of them “didn’t really deserve it.” 

Though all lower and higher-SES parents included at least one of their biological 

children in their support networks, lower-SES step-parents were more likely than higher-SES 

step-parents to include at least one of their step-children (74% vs. 67%) in their support 

networks. This happens because lower-SES step-parents developed heterogeneous levels of 

relationship quality with each individual biological or step-child. That means that they often lost 

touch, cut ties, or developed negative relationships with some of their children while maintaining 

close and positive relationships with some other children. This heterogeneity is facilitated by a 

perception of contingency of relationships, which is more common among lower-SES step-

parents. 

Seeing relationships as contingent allowed step-parents to reduce or eliminate the amount 

of interactions with some kin in one of two ways: either by letting some children distance 

themselves as a result of harmful behavior, or by actively cutting ties with some children who 
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were too demanding, critical, or negative.  Take the example of Joan. After widowhood, Joan 

lost touch with five out of six of her step-children. She explained that she lost touch with these 

step-children because they “didn’t want anything to do with me after their father died.” She was 

not, however, distressed by these broken ties in part because she always considered her step-

relationships as contingent on her marital status: “You know, I understand, because it’s his kids, 

you know, and my kids are in and out of here all the time.” In fact, distancing herself from these 

step-children was a blessing in disguise. As she put it, “those kids […] had problems, okay, with 

bad stuff [drugs and alcohol].” Similarly, Arnie felt “okay” about losing touch with some of his 

step-children because he considered his step-relationships as contingent (“I expected no different 

treatment”), and he had not gotten along with them ever since they “got flipped out by drugs and 

alcohol.” Thus, in contrast to the higher-SES step-parents, lower-SES step-parents did not feel 

tied to children who were demanding, problematic, critical, or who did not want to maintain a 

relationship with them.  

Among lower-SES step-families, biological ties were also often broken. For example, 

Joan had decided to cut ties with her biological son, and described him as a “bad person”, whom 

she would rather keep distant: “I’ll talk to him if he’s standing there and, you know, but I mean, 

no, I’d rather [stay away] because he’s, he just gets mean and nasty.” Though estrangement from 

a biological child often resulted in considerably more distress than estrangement from a step-

child, respondents were able to cope with lost biological ties by also considering these ties as 

contingent (either a priori or post hoc). As a lower-SES step-mother who lost touch with her 

daughter for over 15 years said: “I miss her, but you raise your children to live their own lives.” 

Perceptions of contingency did not prevent step-parents from maintaining ties with 

biological and step-children who they considered to be supportive. Case in point, both Joan and 
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Arnie had maintained close relationships with only one step-child each. Arnie maintained a close 

relationship with one of his step-daughters, Kendra, who was his next-door neighbor at the time 

of the interview. As Arnie posited, “[Kendra and my two biological children] are the only ones 

that stuck with me, kind of, and the only ones I’m really close to right now.” Joan also kept in 

touch with one step-son, Kent, who, after her late husband had passed, “stepped up and said to 

me ‘if you ever need anything Joan, don’t be afraid to, to call me and ask’ […] and that meant an 

awful lot to me.” Whereas Arnie maintained close contact with both of his biological children, 

Joan only kept in touch with one of her biological children – the one who was a “decent, good 

person.” 

Joan’s and Arnie’s stories show that, in a context of social and environmental instability, 

considering relationships as contingent and treating them as heterogeneous represented a 

reasonable strategy to cope with changing life circumstances that are out of their control. It 

allows lower-SES step-parents to better cope with social and family instability while still 

maintaining ties to some step and biological children. In fact, many felt as if they had maintained 

the ties that were most nurturing and supportive.  

Supportive Exchanges in Step-families 

In common with many of their more advantaged counterparts, William and Claire 

provided lots of emotional, material, and instrumental support to their step and biological 

children: they loaned or gave them large sums of money, paid their rent, took care of their 

children, talked to them about their problems, offered advice and affirmation, and supported 

them while they pursued higher education. These downward transfers of time and money were 

promoted by step-parents’ abundance of resources. For example, Claire insisted to pay for an 

expensive private school for her step-granddaughter and explained that this investment would not 
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impact her financial situation: “I understand the importance of our investments in the kids and I 

want to do it. And, I mean if we, we’re going to invest our life savings in [my step-

granddaughter’s] Montessori then it wouldn’t have been a suggestion I would have made. But it 

just seemed like a small price to pay to try to get her off on the right foot.” William was also 

financially stable, to the point that he gave one of his step-sons over $100,000 in order to help 

with his business ventures. Though his step-son’s previous business ventures had not taken off – 

leaving him in debt, William kept giving him money:  

“Well, I think it’s just, it’s very difficult to find that balance with kids between support 

and enabling. So, it’s, it’s hard to know where that line is […] because he was not 

managing his money well [… but] it seemed like he was moving in the right 

direction.[…] We had money, I mean inherited, not that I inherited millions of dollars, 

but I inherited over a $100,000 so we, so we had money.” 

Furthermore, because higher-SES step-parents were more likely to see their relationships 

with children as non-contingent and to try to develop homogeneously supportive relationships, 

they were likely to invest resources in all of their step and biological children, regardless of the 

quality of each individual relationship. This was certainly the case for Claire, who invested her 

time, financial, and emotional resources on her step-son James even when she was afraid of him. 

Despite the common feeling that they should help all their children, higher-SES step-

parents often did not feel comfortable asking children for support. As a result, higher-SES step-

parents were much less likely than lower-SES step-parents to report having ever received any 

kind of support from their biological or step-children. As shown on Table 2.4, only half of 

higher-SES step-parents reported ever receiving emotional support from their step-children, 

about 1 in 4 reported ever receiving instrumental support, and no higher-SES respondent 
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reported ever receiving material support from their step-children. Similarly, only 7 in 10 reported 

receiving some kind of emotional support from biological children, about 4 in 10 reported ever 

receiving instrumental support, and no higher-SES respondent reported ever receiving material 

support from their biological children.  

Table 2.4. Support Received From Step and Biological Children, By Social Class 

 High-SES Low-SES 

Biological children    

Perception of support 100% 95% 

Emotional support  71% 91% 

Instrumental support  42% 82% 

Material support  0% 32% 

Step-children    

Perception of support 75% 78% 

Emotional support  50% 82% 

Instrumental support  25% 78% 

Material support  0% 13% 

a. Proportions are conditional on having a biological child (N=37) 

 

Though not many higher-SES step-parents reported receiving support from their children, 

most of them perceived their step-children (75%) and biological children (100%) as supportive. 

In fact, most of those who needed some help and did not receive help from children were quick 

to explain that they had concealed their need from children. As William explains, “I am very 

good at establishing boundaries.”  William and many other higher-SES step-parents valued 

independence from both their step and biological children. When asked about why she preferred 

to not use her step and biological children as sources of emotional support, a step-mother 

explained: “I don’t tell them everything [about my problems] because I don’t think you should 

tell your kids, you know, there’s a limit to what you should put on your kids.” William agreed 

with this statement: “[Confiding in children] is not the kind of interaction that should take place 

between parents and children. And that’s one of my, I think, core values.” Step-parents were 
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averse to “burdening” their biological or step-children, who were already “wrapped up in their 

own problems”, with requests for instrumental or material support. “It is not their responsibility,” 

said a step-mother, “I wouldn’t burden them even though they, even though I know what they 

would say. If we had financial problems they would help us.” Notably, step-parents were slightly 

more likely to report receiving support from biological than from step-children; one the reason 

for this, as William poses, is that step-children “already have a lot going on” with their biological 

parents. 

Thus, in many of the higher-SES step-families, step-parents were likely to provide 

support to all their step or biological children and to avoid asking for support from any of their 

biological and step-children. These step-parents often had the monetary and time resources to 

establish this kind of one-way supportive relationships that were independent from relationship 

quality. Not a single higher-SES step-parent in my sample reported that helping step-children 

harmed their financial stability, health, or the amount of support that they could make available 

to their own biological children. Similarly, not asking for support from their step or biological 

children rarely had negative consequences on their well-being given that they had enough 

resources and contingency plans in place to deal with any crisis. When needing emotional or 

instrumental support, higher-SES step-parents could often count on their romantic partners, 

friends, co-workers, therapists, and other paid help. Plus, these step-parents almost never needed 

financial support, and if they needed it, they would know how to navigate and get it through 

financial institutions.  

On the other hand, lower-SES relationships with children, and particularly with step-

children, were more likely to be seen as heterogeneous and contingent. As a result, lower-SES 

step-parents often engaged in supportive exchanges with some but not all of their children. This 
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does not necessarily mean, however, that lower-SES step-parents are disadvantaged in terms of 

intergenerational support. Similar to higher-SES step-parents, all lower-SES step-parents 

reported providing at least one of their step-children and biological children with some type of 

emotional, instrumental, or material support. Furthermore, as shown in Table 2.4, when 

compared to higher-SES step-parents, lower-SES step-parents were more likely to have received 

emotional, instrumental, and material support from at least one step-child: 8 in 10 respondents 

reported receiving emotional and/or instrumental support from their step-children and 1 in 10 

reported receiving material support from step-children. They were also more likely to have 

received emotional, instrumental, and material support from at least one biological child: about 9 

in 10 reported receiving some kind of emotional support from biological children, about 8 in 10 

reported ever receiving instrumental support, and 3 in 10 lower-SES respondents reported ever 

receiving material support from their biological children. Step and biological children supported 

these step-parents by serving as confidants, helping to clean and maintain their houses and 

backyards, helping to care for them or their partners when they were sick, lending them money, 

or buying goods they needed.  

Given that relationships with children, and particularly step-children, are contingent and 

heterogeneous in lower-SES families, most of these exchanges of support only included some of 

the children in each family; namely, those who had positive and nurturing relationships with 

step-parents. Thus, children who were seen as helpful and available were more likely to be 

recipients of support; conversely, children who were recipients of support were also the ones 

most likely to be asked for support by lower-SES step-parents. These dynamics established a 

kind of reciprocal bond between lower-SES step-parents and some of their children.  
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For example, Kendra, Arnie’s step-daughter, had cared for him in the past after a 

motorcycle accident, and was seen as a potential source of future support since she had already 

told Arnie that he was welcome to come live with her if he could no longer live independently. 

As a result of “always being there,” Kendra’s supportive role in his life became akin to the role 

of his biological children, who were also perceived as reliable sources of support: “I can ask 

them for anything.” Similarly, Ken, Joan’s step-son, also helped her a lot around her house. He 

would, for example, pump water out of her cellar and plow her driveway. He would also often 

“checkup” on her, which she very much appreciated. Joan saw Kent as more supportive and 

reliable than some of her own biological children. One of her daughters, for example, was 

described as unreliable as she had once “cut [Joan] right out of her life.” Kent, on the other hand, 

had always made himself available to help and had always treated Joan with respect.  

Though Joan received a lot of support from Kent, and Arnie received a lot of support 

from his biological children and Kendra, they also felt like they had provided support to these 

children throughout their lives. Joan, for example, had agreed with her late husband to give a 

piece of their own land to Kent and to help him build a house there – which is the reason why 

Kent was her neighbor at the time of the interview. Arnie also offered Kendra a lot of help at the 

time of the interview by “fixing stuff around her house” and, in the past, he had offered her 

housing and child care support while she was a single mother pursuing a college degree. 

Similarly, Arnie had helped to raise his biological children, bought them clothes and books, lent 

them money, and had taken them in whenever their mother would “abandon” them and take off. 

Both Arnie and Joan felt like their supportive relationship with these particular children was 

reciprocal: “My favorite one [to help] is the one who is there [for me] right now.” 



 

82 

 

Establishing these reciprocal relationships seemed to be particularly important to lower-

SES step-parents, who were less able to enact the ideals of independence. To be sure, lower-SES 

step-parents were not different than higher-SES step-parents in their aspirations for 

independence from biological and step-children. As Arnie posed, “I don’t want to be a burden on 

my kids […] they’d be glad to help me. I know they love me, I’m not saying that, that they don’t 

and they would, you know, [help me].” Another lower-SES step-father who was also against 

asking children for support asked: “Why would I give my children my problems? They got their 

own.” Despite holding similar middle-class ideals of independence, these lower-SES step-parents 

sometimes needed to receive help from their step and biological children as a “last resort, if 

nothing else worked.” Arnie explained that “if I need financial help and I know they had it, and 

[they] didn’t need it, yeah, I accept it. But if I thought they had it, and had taken away from their 

own retirement, or their own grandkids, or kids, I wouldn’t take it, I wouldn’t.”  

When lower-SES step-parents need to rely on step-children’s support, they maintain a 

sense of independence and self-esteem by asking for support from those step-children who they 

either currently helped or had helped in the past. Thus, step-parents were less likely to ask for 

support from step-children who they believed were “beyond help,” i.e., who they felt they were 

unable or unwilling to help in the past. They were also more likely to cut ties with these step-

children. Case in point, Arnie lost touch with one of his step-daughters after denying her 

financial support. He had tried to help her and had sent her money for a while but “it was just a 

bottomless pit”, so, he decided to stop. Given that Arnie no longer offered this step-daughter any 

kind of support at the time of the interview, he also did not expect any support from her. A 

similar dynamic could be established with biological children. Joan, for example, had to “give up 

trying to help [my biological daughter] because she did not want to listen to me. She only had 
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ears for her husband.” At the time of the interview, Joan did not consider her daughter as a 

potential source of support.  

Of course, ties with children can be restored if it becomes beneficial for both parties to do 

so and if a reciprocal relationship can be established. Arnie, for example, provided little support 

to one of his step-sons, Timmy, given that Timmy was seen as unreliable due to his drug 

addiction and multiple spells in jail. But Arnie was re-considering the nature of his supportive 

relationships with Timmy, who, at the time of the interview, had been sober and out of trouble 

for a while: “Timmy…. I couldn’t give Timmy a nickel! […] Well, maybe… Timmy, Timmy is 

getting better and better so, I don’t know, I might throw Timmy in there [in the group of people I 

support] someday, but not right now.” Another step-mother in the sample, who had lost contact 

with her biological daughter due to a past family conflict, reconnected with this daughter after 

fifteen years: “she just knocked right here on this door crying and wanting to talk.”  

In sum, developing heterogeneous supportive ties with each step and biological child 

seemed natural to lower-SES step-parents due to their perception of relationship ties as 

contingent. Contingency and heterogeneity of ties provided lower-SES step-parents with the 

flexibility to preserve scarce resources while fostering supportive relationships that enact ideals 

of independence and reciprocity with at least some of their step-children. The flow of lower-SES 

step-parents’ scarce resources to children was more likely to depend on their personal 

relationship with each child and on a perception of mutual affection and reciprocity. Though a 

pattern of heterogeneity and contingency of relationships may initially seem harmful to lower-

SES step-parents, interviews suggest that it may represent a realistic, adaptive, and even 

protective response to the social instability and scarcity of resources these step-parents 

experience in their lives, romantic unions, and social circles. 
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

Families are a central source of individual support, life satisfaction, and well-being in 

older ages. Adult children, in particular, are considered to be one of the most stable relationships 

in the support networks of older parents. We live, however, in a context of family complexity 

and economic instability that begs the question: what is the role of step and biological children in 

the support network of older step-parents across the socioeconomic spectrum? Much of the 

existing literature suggests that older step-parents are disadvantaged in terms of intergenerational 

support exchanged with both biological and step-children when compared with parents in intact 

families. The argument goes that step and biological children do not have the same supportive 

role in remarried parents’ lives that biological children have in the lives of parents in intact 

families. Though this may be the case, much of the previous work on step-families takes a 

deficit-approach and ignores the qualitatively unique role that step-children may play in step-

parents’ lives.  The present study addresses this gap by investigating the development of 

supportive relationships between older step-parents and adult biological and step-children in 

families of different socioeconomic statuses. Investigating socioeconomic differences in step-

family dynamics sheds light on the role of kin support within the context of family complexity 

for older adults who often experience different levels of kin-reliance.  

Findings indicate that step-parents across social classes make efforts to support their adult 

step and biological children. In fact, all interviewed step-parents stated that they had provided 

emotional, instrumental, and/or material support to at least one of their step and one of their 

biological children. The main socioeconomic disparities lied on which children received step-
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parents’ support: whereas higher-SES step-parents often reported helping all their children, 

lower-SES step-parents more often reported helping some but not all of their children.  

These differential patterns of social support may be more a function of what step-parents 

across social classes can provide than of what they want to provide (Conger et al. 2010; 

Fingerman et al. 2013). As a result of higher-SES step-parents more abundant economic 

resources, they more often felt like they could help all their children, regardless of relationship 

quality. Also as a result of their stable and ongoing relationships with step-children’s biological 

parents, they felt incentivized to invest in their step-children. Lower-SES step-parents, on the 

other hand, were less likely to be in ongoing relationships with step-children’s or biological 

children’s parents, tended to have more children, and had less economic and social resources. 

Because they faced more constraints in the amount of money and time they could dedicate to 

their biological and step-children, they were more likely to selectively allocate their scarce 

resources to some but not all their children.  

Prior work suggests that lower-SES parents may actually provide more total (non-

financial) support to their children than higher-SES parents, but that, given than lower-SES 

families tend to be larger, this support is dispersed among adult children – leading each adult 

child to receive less support, on average (Fingerman et al. 2015). Other prior studies have also 

suggested that older adults, and in particular lower-SES older adults, may attempt to stretch their 

resources when faced with demands from many children (Fingerman et al. 2010; Grundy and 

Henretta 2006).  My results do not corroborate these findings. In fact, this study suggests that, in 

contexts of resource scarcity, older step-parents may selectively choose which of their biological 

and step-children they want to support as a reasonable strategy to concentrate investments in at 

least some of their children. Though this strategy may be beneficial to step-parents, it may have 
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harmful outcomes for their biological and step-children: results suggest that lower-SES parents 

are less able to bolster the outcomes of their lower-achieving children through continuous 

support.  

Whereas all step-parents stated that they had provided support to at least some of their 

step and biological children, a significant portion of step-parents stated that they had never 

actually received support from their step-children, in great part due to their own ideals of 

independence. Although higher and lower-SES step-parents were similarly likely to perceive 

children as potential sources of support, respondents across social classes frowned upon the idea 

of being helped by their biological or step-children. Given that higher-SES step-parents tended to 

have more diverse networks (i.e., were able to count on the support of friends) and more 

financial resources to put contingency plans in place (i.e., hire paid help), they were much more 

likely to actually enact these independence ideals than lower-SES step-parents.  

Corroborating previous literature (Everson et al. 2002; Prawitz et al. 2013), lower-SES 

step-parents were more likely than higher-SES step-parents to need to and actually rely on 

support from their adult children. Though lower-SES step-parents were less likely to enact ideals 

of complete independence, they maintained a sense of independence by only asking for support 

that they could reciprocate. In fact, lower-SES step-parents often decided to not provide support 

to children who seemed unhelpful or unavailable, but they also commonly avoided asking for 

help from children who they were unable to support. Establishing positive relationships with at 

least some of their adult children as sources of potential reciprocal support may be another 

reason why lower-SES step-parents in my sample were motivated to concentrate their 

investments in some but not all of their children.  
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Lower-SES step-parents’ selective development of close ties with some but not all 

children is made possible by a widespread perception of step-relationships as contingent among 

disadvantaged respondents. Relationships with biological children are also seen as contingent, 

albeit less commonly.  The development of these perceptions does not result from lower-SES 

step-parents’ feeling differently about their step-children when compared to higher-SES step-

parents; contingency of relationships also does not imply lower quality of relationships. It is the 

scarcity of lower-SES step-parents’ resources and the instability of their (and their children’s) 

social environments that seem to promote contingent ties. This finding corroborates previous 

research suggesting that disadvantaged parents who are exposed to adverse circumstances and 

instability are more likely to experience network instability that could affect their ties with both 

step and biological children (Fischer and Beresford 2014; Goldman and Cornwell 2018; Schafer 

and Vargas 2016).   

In sum, step-parents across socioeconomic classes felt similarly about their children; they 

were also in agreement that parents should provide support to all their children, treat their 

children equally, and avoid asking for support from their children. What truly differed between 

lower and higher-SES step-parents were the experiences of poverty, resource scarcity, and 

instability. These adverse experiences promoted a perception of contingency in ties that was 

much more prevalent among lower-SES step-parents. Perceptions of contingency should not be 

interpreted as universally negative, however. After all, developing contingent ties with children 

may represent an adaptive strategy for lower-SES step-parents. These more flexible definitions 

of family membership allowed lower-SES older adults to re-interpret their relationships with 

children (and particularly step-children) over time in order to adapt to current life circumstances, 

save scarce resources, and secure social support in moments of crisis. 
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This study is not without limitations. First, interviewees were only drawn from rural, 

predominantly non-Hispanic White, areas of upstate New York. Because the vast majority of the 

sample is composed of non-Hispanic White step-parents, this study does not provide insight into 

racial variations in step-relationships. Furthermore, these variations are expected to exist: 

African Americans tend to maintain larger, more supportive, and emotionally closer family 

structures (Ajrouch et al. 2001; Stack 1975; Taylor et al. 2013), and also tend to endorse stronger 

filial obligations and norms around younger adults’ assistance to older adults (Burr and Mutchler 

1999; Coleman et al. 2006; Fingerman et al. 2011). Thus, it is possible that in a sample of low-

SES African Americans, one would find higher levels of support exchanges between step-parents 

and children. Second, step-parents in this study volunteered to participate based on their own 

perception of their step-parent status. Most interviewed step-parents had at some point been 

married to the biological parents of their step-children, suggesting that older adults who are 

cohabiters may be less likely to see themselves as step-parents. As a result, this study could not 

explore the potentially unique supportive step-relationships that emerge in the context of 

cohabitation. Third, step-parents who volunteered to participate in this study and who wanted to 

talk about their family experiences may have been more likely to be nurturing parents (as 

evidenced by the fact that no high-SES parent lost touch with a biological child after divorce) or 

to have had particularly negative experiences as step-parents. This may have led to a sample of 

extremes which provides useful contrast but does not necessarily represent the average 

experience of older step-parents. Finally, this study relies on step-parents’ reports of support 

exchanged with children. Prior work has questioned the accuracy of people’s accounts of social 

ties and support. Social desirability may lead to problems identifying who is in step-parents’ 

networks of support and measuring the amount of support exchanged with network members 



 

89 

 

(Freeman et al. 1987). For example, interviewees may be more likely to overstate the amount of 

support they provide and to understate the amount of support they receive (Desmond 2012).  

Still, this study has important implications for an understanding of step-relationships in 

different socioeconomic contexts. It stands in contrast with much of the prior literature by 

showing that ambiguity and contingency in relationships with children may represent and 

adaptive, healthy, and reasonable strategy among older step-parents with scarce resources. It also 

suggests that the formation of supportive but breakable ties among the poor, which are often 

considered to be restricted to non-kin relationships (Desmond 2012), may also characterize 

parent-child relationships, but particularly step-kin relationships. Finally, this study indicates that 

adult step-children also represent important sources of actual and perceived support across social 

classes. Thus, the importance of step-relationships should not be discounted, even in contexts 

characterized by instability and adversity – after all, we still have much to learn about the unique 

yet still supportive role of step-children in the lives of older step-parents.  
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CHAPTER THREE: 

CLASS DIFFERENCES IN PARENTS’ SPENDING DECISIONS AND THE 

REPRODUCTION OF SOCIAL INEQUALITIES 

 

Partly as a result of growing economic inequality in the U.S., financial investment in 

children has increasingly diverged between poor and affluent parents. (Kornrich & Furstenberg, 

2013; Piketty & Saez, 2003; Schneider, Hastings, & LaBriola, 2018). Economic inequality 

promotes achievement-oriented parenting styles among upper and middle-class parents, 

exacerbating a class divide in financial investments in children that had already been in place 

(Cooper, 2014; Doepke & Zilibotti, 2019; Schneider et al., 2018). Differences in child-related 

spending may play a critical role in the reproduction of social inequalities, as these investments 

promote children’s human capital development such as investments in high-quality child care, 

extracurricular activities, lessons, books, and other enrichment items (Kornrich & Furstenberg, 

2013; Waldfogel & Washbrook, 2011).  

 Attempts to explain class differences in parenting behaviors have emphasized either the 

cultural differences between upper and lower-class parents or the material and institutional 

constraints experienced by poor parents (Mayer, 1997; Sherman & Harris, 2012). The first set of 

explanations argue that upper and lower-class parents have different preferences for raising their 

children and, for this reason, will always invest their money in different ways (Calarco, 2014; 

Lareau & Cox, 2011; Schneider et al., 2018). Explanations focused on material constraints, on 

the other hand, contend that, despite holding similar values and preferences as upper-class 

parents (Ishizuka, 2018), lower-class parents lack the material and institutional resources to enact 

these preferences (Becker, 1993; Bennett, Lutz, & Jayaram, 2012; Chin & Phillips, 2004).   
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Each of these sets of explanations support different approaches to mitigating inequalities 

in parental spending on children. As a result, American policies have shifted back and forth from 

trying to reduce the material constraints experienced by poor children and trying to change the 

preferences, values, and behaviors of their parents (Mayer, 1997). Current American welfare 

policies rely on the assumption that poor parents need to be encouraged to behave in ways that 

will benefit their children (i.e., marry, work) and taught good parenting practices (Sandra 

Danziger, 2010; Shaefer & Edin, 2013). These policies assume that simply addressing material 

constraints - giving money to poor parents - is not enough to promote children’s well-being due 

to lower-class parents’ unique set of spending and child-rearing preferences. But empirical 

research has yet to investigate whether and how upper and lower-class parents behave differently 

when experiencing a windfall: Do parents increase their spending targeted at children after 

experiencing a windfall?  Does additional income promote different kinds of spending across 

parents of different social classes? Would universal windfalls help to mitigate class divides in 

child-related spending? 

 In this paper, I investigate whether and how parents’ child-related spending decisions 

after an income boost differ across socioeconomic strata. In particular, I focus on parental 

spending on a bundle of goods that directly target children and that may shape their life chances, 

such as spending on school, child care, and enriching items and activities. I also investigate 

spending on goods that may be linked to children’s levels of material well-being, such as 

spending on children’s clothes. I rely on the case of the Alaska Permanent Fund Dividend (or 

Alaska Dividend). The Alaska Dividend is the only universal, unconditional, and permanent 

basic income program existing in the industrialized world (Widerquist & Howard, 2015). Given 

that universal basic income policies benefit parents over the whole socioeconomic spectrum, the 
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Alaska Dividend provides a unique opportunity to investigate differences in the financial 

decision making of upper and lower-class parents. Using longitudinal household expenditure 

data from the 1996-2015 Consumer Expenditure Surveys, I exploit exogenous variation in the 

timing and generosity of payouts to estimate whether and how levels of child-related 

expenditures change immediately after the Dividend receipt.  

Findings suggest that, after an income boost, Alaskan parents increase their levels of 

child-related spending. Parental spending on children is highly elastic, with a 1% increase in 

parents’ annual spending budget yielding a 4.8% increase in child-related spending. Results also 

suggest that parents prioritize child-related spending relative to other household expenses taken 

together. Parents of different socioeconomic statuses are similarly responsive to an income boost, 

increasing their overall levels of child-related spending by a similar amount. However, findings 

suggest modest and statistically insignificant class differences in how parents spend their money. 

Though spending on clothes increase for all children after a windfall, middle and upper-class 

parents’ spending on enrichment items and activities is substantially more elastic than that of 

lower-class parents. These results may shed light on an important mechanism of the reproduction 

of social inequalities and inform the development of universal income policies.  

 

BACKGROUND 

The Alaska Dividend 

The Alaska Permanent Fund, a sovereign wealth fund, was established in 1976 as oil 

production in Alaska began. Ever since, one-quarter of oil revenue royalties has been dedicated 

to the Permanent Fund, in addition to any appropriations made by legislature, and inflation-

proofing deposits. Starting in 1982, a portion of the annual dividend income from the Permanent 
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Fund has been distributed to all Alaskan residents on a yearly basis in the form of the Alaska 

Permanent Fund Dividend. Specifically, 10.5% of the Permanent Fund’s realized net income for 

the past five fiscal years is dedicated to the Dividend17 (Erickson & Croh, 2015).  

The Alaska Permanent Fund Dividend, therefore, is a universal, individual, anticipated, 

and large cash transfer.18 First, it is universal and individual because all Alaskan residents who 

have been living in the state for at least one year, regardless of age19 or income, are eligible to 

receive the same Dividend payout. Second, it is anticipated because recipients know when they 

are going to receive the payout (in October of each year), and they know how much money they 

are expected to receive (the formula to calculate the payout is widely publicized, for evidence see 

Kueng 2018). Finally, the payouts are large: a resident of Alaska between 1982 and 2010 would 

have received 29 dividends totaling $32,191 in 2010 dollars (Erickson & Croh, 2015).  

Figure 3.1 displays the adjusted individual payout from the Dividend as well as take-up 

rates from 1996 to 2015, the period covered in this study. It reports on the wide variability of 

individual payouts over time. It also suggests that uptake has declined modestly from 98% of 

Alaskans receiving the Dividend in 1988 (Erickson & Croh, 2015), to 90% in 1996 and 87% in 

                                                 
17 This formula was designated as a smoothing mechanism and insures that dividends are not 

interrupted in years when the fund loses money or investments (Erickson & Croh, 2015). 

18 Though the Dividend is generally not considered a full basic income (which needs to be large 

enough in order to meet a person’s basic needs), it often considered as the only partial basic 

income program in the U.S., given that it unconditionally ensures a nonzero income (Widerquist 

& Howard, 2015). 

19 Children under 18 also receive a Dividend payout, which is collected by their parents.  
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2015. Reasons for decreases in the take-up rates and socioeconomic differences in take-up rates 

are unknown.  

 

Figure 3.1. Alaskan Permanent Fund Dividend Payout (in 2014 Dollars) and Take-Up 

Rates by Year 

 

Though combating poverty was not its original goal, the Alaska Dividend has been 

credited with reducing the levels of poverty in Alaska along with safety net programs by the 

federal government (Goldsmith, 2015).20  After all, it has provided unconditional assistance to 

                                                 
20 Lawmakers concerned over what seemed to be a perverse effect of the Dividend inserted a 

“hold harmless” provision in the 1982 legislation authorizing the use of state general funds to 

offset loss of federal means-tested benefits caused by receipt of the Dividend (Erickson & Croh, 

2015).  

 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

10
0

P
e

rc
e
n

ta
g
e

0

50
0

10
00

15
00

20
00

25
00

2
0
1

4
 d

o
lla

rs

19
96

19
97

19
98

19
99

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

200
9

20
10

20
11

201
2

201
3

20
14

201
5

Years

Individual Dividend Take-up rate



 

105 

 

needy Alaskans at a time when most states have scaled back aid and increased conditionality 

(Widerquist & Howard, 2015). The Dividend has become particularly important for Alaskans 

who do not qualify for federal assistance programs, such as single men without work history, 

women who exhausted TANF eligibility, and some seniors (Goldsmith, 2015).This study will 

advance research on how the Dividend relates to parents’ financial decision-making across social 

class strata and shed light on a potential mechanism through which this program can improve 

child well-being.  

Cash-Transfers and Spending on Children. 

The socioeconomic impacts of the Alaska Dividend have seldom been studied 

(Goldsmith, 2015), and little is known about its impact on children’s well-being. Other existing 

cash-transfer programs in the U.S., Canada, and Europe, however, have been linked to improved 

educational and health outcomes for children (Dahl & Lochner, 2012; Milligan & Stabile, 2011).  

The Earned Income Tax Credit, for example, has been credited with improved math and reading 

scores, and with increases in college enrollment and receipt of bachelor’s degrees among 

children of beneficiaries (Dahl & Lochner, 2012; Michelmore, 2013). There are two mechanisms 

through which cash-transfers might improve children’s outcomes: first, families can use transfers 

to buy goods and services that directly impact children’s outcomes, such as school tuition, 

reading materials, toys and games, or health care; second, transfers can be used to promote 

spending in areas like housing, food, or clothing, which may improve children’s outcomes 

indirectly by reducing parental stress and improving children’s material well-being (Mayer, 

1997).  

In the U.S., earning supplements and tax credits have been linked to increases in low-

income parents’ spending that benefit children directly, such as child care, enrichment items, 
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after-school activities, clothing, and healthy food, and indirectly, such as spending on housing, 

household necessities, and on cars and appliances (Barrow & McGranahan, 2000; Duncan, 

Huston, & Weisner, 2007; Goodman-Bacon & McGranahan, 2008; Halpern-Meekin, Edin, Tach, 

& Sykes, 2015; McGranahan & Schanzenbach, 2013; Smeeding, Phillips, & O’Connor, 2000). 

Furthermore, disproportionately more income from cash-transfer programs is spent on goods and 

services targeted at children than on other household items, which suggests that low-income 

parents who are beneficiaries of cash-transfer programs prioritize child-related spending over 

other types of spending (Gregg, Waldfogel, & Washbrook, 2005).  

This study will contribute to the existing literature by examining whether parents who 

receive the Dividend increase their child-related spending and how they spend the additional 

income on children. Specifically, it investigates three kinds of investments that may directly 

impact children’s outcomes: spending on school, child care, and enrichment items and activities 

(Alexander, Entwisle, & Olson, 2007; Bodovski & Farkas, 2008; Downey et al., 2004; 

Greenman, Bodovski, & Reed, 2011). It also investigates one type of investment that may 

indirectly impact children’s outcomes by improving their material well-being: investment in a 

basic need, namely, clothes.  

Second, this study also contributes to the literature by shedding light on whether spending 

targeted at children is more responsive to an income boost than other types of household 

spending. After all, increases in income could lead to ‘mechanical’ increases in child-related 

spending simply because parents have more money to spend on everything, including children 

(Schneider et al., 2018). This type of ‘mechanical’ increase is motivated by increases in parents’ 

disposable income. But increases in child-related spending resulting from additional income may 

also be driven by parents’ preferences if parents prioritize investing in children over other types 
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of investments. In this case, child-related spending would increase disproportionally more than 

other types of spending.  

Class Inequalities in Spending on Children 

Financial investments in children are unequal across families, varying by parental 

education and income (Brooks-Gunn, Duncan, & Britto, 1999; Sheldon Danziger & Waldfogel, 

2000; Duncan, Magnuson, & Votruba-Drzal, 2014; Kalil & DeLeire, 2004). Early sociological 

research identified socioeconomic gaps in participation in “high-brow” cultural activities like 

museum or concert attendance (Bourdieu, 1979; DiMaggio, 1982). Recently, studies found that 

these socioeconomic gaps also occur in terms of investments in higher-quality educational 

institutions, after-school and summer programs, and in enrichment items and experiences such as 

books, toys, games, computers, lessons, and trips (Bainbridge, Meyers, Tanaka, & Waldfogel, 

2005; Bradley, Corwyn, McAdoo, & Garcia Coll, 2001; Sheldon Danziger & Waldfogel, 2000; 

Duncan et al., 2007; Lareau, 2011; Mauldin, Mimura, & Lino, 2001).  

This class divide in financial investments in children may represent an important factor in 

the perpetuation of social inequalities given that it is driven by spending in services and goods 

that promote children’s human capital development (Downey, von Hippel, & Broh, 2004; Potter 

& Roksa, 2013; Waldfogel & Washbrook, 2011). For example, children in upper-class families 

are more likely than those in lower-class families to participate in extracurricular activities and to 

use private SAT preparation courses (Buchmann, Condron, & Roscigno, 2010; Park, Buchmann, 

Choi, & Merry, 2016). This type of spending on educational materials, enrichment items, lessons 

and activities is positively associated to children’s human capital and cognitive development 

(Alexander, Entwisle, & Olson, 2007; Bodovski & Farkas, 2008; Downey et al., 2004; 

Greenman, Bodovski, & Reed, 2011). 
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There are two main explanations for the class divide in parental spending on children: the 

first explanation focuses on parents’ preferences and values, whereas the second focuses on 

material and institutional constraints. The first explanation implies that, even with comparable 

financial resources, parents of different social classes would spend differently on their children. 

For example, studies have found that upper-class parents tend to prioritize investments in 

children’s human capital development by spending on enrichment items and activities that better 

prepare children for success in college and in the labor force (Cooper, 2014; Doepke & Zilibotti, 

2019; Kohn, 1989; Lareau, 2011; Schneider et al., 2018). The second explanation suggests, 

however, that upper and lower-class parents’ preferences and values are similar (Ishizuka, 2018) 

and that spending differences arise because lower-class parents need to spend a larger portion of 

their disposable income on basic necessities, which leaves them with less disposable income to 

spend on children (McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994).  

The present study will investigate differences in child-related spending of parents across 

the socioeconomic spectrum changes as a result of the Alaska Dividend payouts. It will be able 

to shed light on one of the mechanisms through which the existing class divide in spending is 

accrued.  If, as suggested by the material constraints explanation, the socioeconomic gap in 

financial investments in children results from the economic deprivation experienced by poor 

families, then parents of different social classes may make similar decisions about how to invest 

additional income in their children. If both higher-SES and lower-SES parents’ child-related 

spending are similarly responsive to the Alaska Dividend, this study will lend support to this 

explanation.  

The Present Study 
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This study contributes to a well-established literature investigating the effects of 

anticipated income changes on spending. It is, however, the first to investigate the effects of the 

Alaska Dividend program, a universal cash-transfer program, on patterns of child-related 

spending. Because of the universality of the Alaska Dividend, this study yields insight on the 

child-related spending behavior of a broader, more heterogeneous group of parents than previous 

studies, many of which assessed the impacts of programs targeted at low-income parents only. 

This paper also contributes to a growing literature addressing the class divide in parental 

financial investment in children, but it is the first able to compare socioeconomic heterogeneity 

in the effects of a windfall on child-related spending, and to investigate whether income boosts 

promote different kinds of spending across parents of different social classes. Finally, this study 

informs the development of universal basic income policies, and assesses whether they mitigate 

the existing class divide in child-related spending.  

 

DATA AND METHOD 

This study compares the monthly patterns of Alaskan households’ spending to that of 

other U.S. households over the course of the year. It identifies whether child-related expenditures 

of Alaskan households increase disproportionally more than that of other U.S. households in the 

months immediately after they experience an income boost (e.g., October-December). This 

identification strategy relies on a few important assumptions. First, it assumes that the effects of 

the Dividend are concentrated in the month of the payout (October), and the months immediately 

after the payout (November and December). This assumption has been supported by at least one 

study that found that the Dividend has little to no anticipation or spillover effects on household 

consumption – i.e., that its effects are concentrated in the last quarter of the year (Kueng, 2018).  
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Second, it assumes that there are no unobserved reasons why Alaskans would increase 

their spending around October relative to other U.S. households. In other words, it assumes that 

Alaskan households and other U.S. households would have similar monthly spending patterns 

throughout the year in the absence of the windfall caused by the Dividend payout. Figure 3.2 

shows the unadjusted patterns of monthly expenses for Alaskan and non-Alaskan households and 

provides evidence that spending patterns between January and August are similar across 

treatment and control groups.  

Figure 3.2. Descriptive Patterns of Spending by State of Residence 

 

Note: Consumer Expenditure Survey (1996-2015) 

 * denotes that differences are statistically significant at p<0.05 

 

Third, because the income fluctuation used in this paper is defined at the state level, it is 

less susceptible to the forms of omitted variable bias that often confound the association between 

parental income and child-related spending. However, the analysis must assume that Alaskan and 

other U.S. households are not different in unobserved ways. Multivariate analyses control for 
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several socioeconomic and demographic characteristics that may be associated with spending 

decisions and may differ between Alaskan and other U.S. households.   

 

Data 

I use data from the 1996-2015 waves of the Consumer Expenditure Survey (CEX), which 

provides data on the spending of American consumers. Every year, the CEX fields a new panel 

of the survey and interviews households five times. The first interview collects baseline 

information, and the second through fifth interviews are conducted quarterly—three months 

apart—and solicit detailed information on expenditures that occurred in the three months prior to 

each interview. In the absence of attrition, this yields 12 months of detailed monthly expenditure 

information.  

The initial sample was composed of 182,430 households for which data were collected 

between the start of 1996 and the end of the first quarter of 2015. I excluded household-quarters 

that did not have at least one child under 18 (65% of all households-quarters), and further 

excluded households that did not have information on state of residence21 (14.5% of remaining 

household-quarters). A few observations for which state-year cost of living information was not 

available were also excluded (about 1% of remaining household-quarters).  The final analytic 

sample was composed of 50,766 households (911 Alaskan households22 and 49,855 non-Alaskan 

                                                 
21 In the CEX, not all states are sampled, and some state codes are suppressed or recoded when 

there is a low number of respondents from their geographic area.  

22 The CEX data is not collected to be representative at the state level. Specifically in Alaska, 

data collection is more representative of Anchorage (urban area), missing important variation 
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households) and 433,836 household-months. Both Alaskan and non-Alaskan households are 

observed for 9.4 months on average. 

Measures 

Child expenditures. I define the following categories of child investments: 1) school 

expenses, 2) children’s clothes, 3) child care, and 4) enrichment items and activities. School 

expenses include meals at school, transportation to school, tuition, afterschool programs, fees, 

and books and other supplies.23 Expenditures in clothing include clothes and accessories for boys 

and girls up to age 14, as well as infants. Child care expenses include both pre-school and day 

care, as well as babysitting. Expenditures on enrichment items and activities include participation 

in sports, club memberships, recreational lessons, toys, games, musical equipment, bicycles, 

camping equipment, computers (for non-business use), videogames, among other similar 

expenditures.24 In addition to investigating the effects of income change on each of these 

                                                 

represented by rural poverty in Alaska. Although the present study cannot inform on the 

spending patterns of all Alaskans, its goal is only to compare a group of Americans who receive 

unconditional cash-transfers to Americans who do not. 

23 Given that the focus of this work is on children under 18, college expenditures are not 

included. Additionally, it is not possible to identify children who are college students and living 

outside of the household. Finally, because they could arguable result from parents’ pursuit of 

additional education as the CEX does not specify which household resident is the target of 

college expenditures. 

24 I follow previous studies (Kaushal, Magnuson, & Waldfogel, 2011; Kornrich & Furstenberg, 

2013) in determining expenses included in the “enrichment items and activities” category. These 
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categories individually, I also focus on a composite measure (referred to as total child-related 

spending) which is a summation of the four aforementioned categories. 

Family Dividend payout.  The annual individual Dividend payout’s amount, which is 

the same for every Alaskan resident, is publicly available (see Figure 3.1).  The Dividend payout 

received by each Alaskan family was imputed by multiplying the individual Dividend payout in 

the year a family is observed by family size.  

Family annual spending budget. This is a proxy for family income25 and is calculated 

as the annualized sum of all expenses incurred by a family in the period in which it is observed. 

Families’ annual spending budget is highly correlated with families’ total income, and can be 

interpreted as a family’s permanent income (Fisher, Johnson, & Smeeding, 2013). Given that 

consumption inequality is lower than income inequality, using the measure of family’s annual 

budget may underestimate class differences in spending behavior. 

Expenditures on children, dividend payouts, and family annual spending budget are all 

adjusted longitudinally to 2014 dollars using PCE-PI inflation adjustment, and cross-sectionally 

using the Cost of Living Index (COLI, obtained from the Center for Regional Economic 

Competitiveness). The COLI adjusts for geographical differences in prices and costs of living 

 

                                                 

expenditures, however, may also include spending targeted at resident adults. A robustness 

analysis, however, suggests that spending on this category only significantly increases among 

Alaskan households with children (see Appendix 3A.4). This analysis suggests that items 

included in this category are mostly targeted at children. 

25 Family income suffers from substantial measurement error in the CEX, which attenuates the 

estimated spending response (Kueng, 2018).  
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Table 3.1. Summary Statistics by Alaska Residence 

 

 Alaska Other U.S. P<0.05 

Family size 3.7 3.8  

Number of children 1.7 1.8  

Characteristics of household head    

Age  39.28 39.13  

Male 0.459 0.454  

Race    

    White 0.770 0.767  

    Black 0.064 0.170 * 

    Other 0.166 0.064 * 

Education    

    Less than High School 0.087 0.143 * 

    High School degree 0.233 0.258 * 

    Some college (or Associate's degree) 0.355 0.305 * 

    Bachelor's or more 0.325 0.293  

Marital status    

    Married 0.705 0.696  

    Divorced/Separated/Widowed 0.199 0.177 * 

    Never married 0.096 0.127  

Working status    

    Working 0.875 0.825  

     Not Working 0.125 0.175  

Age composition of children    

    Oldest is less than 6 0.251 0.234 * 

    Oldest is 6 to 11 (+ at least one child < 6) 0.0792 0.126 * 

    All children are 6 to 11 0.171 0.131 * 

    Oldest is 12 to 16 (+ at least one child <12) 0.15 0.155  

    All children are 12 to 17 0.214 0.172  

    Oldest is older than 17 (+ at least one child <17) 0.0933 0.132 * 

    All children are 17+ 0.0415 0.0506 * 

Average family annual spending budget a 64,556 57,640 * 

Average dividend received per household a 4,422 0 * 

    

Number of households 911 49,855  

Average number of months per household 9.45 9.42  

Note: Estimates are weighted. * denotes that differences are statistically significant at p<0.05 
a Dollar amounts are adjusted to 2014 US Dollars using the PCE-PI and regional differences are 

adjusted using the Cost of Living Index (C2RE). 
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Controls. Multivariate analyses control for reference person’s educational attainment, 

race, gender, age, marital status, working status, occupational category, number of children under 

18 living in the household, the age composition of resident children, and family’s annual 

spending budget. Table 3.1 below shows the characteristics of Alaskan and non-Alaskan 

households in the final sample. Compared to non-Alaskan households, Alaskans households are 

slightly more likely to have household heads who are more educated, employed, and who are 

non-Black/non-white. Alaskan families also have a substantially larger annual spending budget. 

Over the observed period, the average adjusted family Dividend payout received by Alaskan 

households was of $4,222.  

Empirical Strategy 

The main empirical test is to examine whether monthly patterns of child-related spending 

throughout the year vary with differences in the amount of the Alaska Dividend payments over 

time and across families of different sizes, by estimating the following equation:   

∆(log(Cimy)) = α + β(Diy*Ci)m + δm  + ϕy + ωs + λ’ximy + εimy                          (1) 

where Cimt measures deviations from the average monthly spending dedicated to children by 

household i in month m and year y. Because spending variables have skewed distributions, they 

are log-transformed. In order to estimate income elasticity, Diy denotes the family Dividend 

payout normalized by family annual spending budget. Thus, β estimates income elasticity, 

measuring responsiveness of spending to changes in income (proxied by annual spending 

budget). In other words, it identifies how a percentage increase in the family’s annual spending 

budget due to the Dividend payout lead to a percentage increase in monthly child-related 

spending. Measuring elasticity allows identification of how sensitive child-related spending is 

across social classes, regardless of the total amount of dollars that is spent on children. This is 
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important because poor parents’ spending response may, for example, be more sensitive to 

income boosts even if they spend a lower amount of dollars on children compared to their 

affluent counterparts (given that they start from lower baseline spending).26  

β is also allowed to vary according to Ci, which represents a family’s social class proxied 

by terciles of household’s annual spending budget. The main parameter of interested are the β 

coefficients, particularly the β coefficients for the months surrounding the disbursement of the 

Dividend payout (October). State (ωs), year (ϕy), and month (δm) fixed effects are included in the 

model. ximy includes family size fixed effects and all other aforementioned socioeconomic and 

demographic controls. εimy are changes in spending not explained by either the Dividend or the 

controls.  

 

RESULTS 

Cash-Transfers and Spending on Children 

Previous scholarship suggests that parents are prone to invest in their children, and that 

households increase spending on durable and non-durable goods after a cash-transfer. But how 

                                                 
26 Alternatively, one could measure families’ marginal propensity to consume child-related 

goods and services (MPC). The MPC is the ratio of the change in spending resulting from a 

change in income in dollar amounts. Thus, it would measure how much of the income boost is 

spent on child-related goods and services. Models estimating MPCs are included in the 

appendices and are discussed throughout the paper. These additional models serves as robustness 

checks, and support the main findings presented in this paper.   
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do households with children increase spending targeted at children after a windfall? And how 

does this increase compare with overall household spending?  

Figure 3.3 below shows the average marginal effects of the Dividend on (i) levels of 

overall spending (i.e., all monthly expenses) and on (ii) levels of child-related spending (i.e., 

spending on school, child care, enrichment items and activities, and children’s clothes). It 

indicates that an increase in Alaskan families’ annual spending budget lead to an increase in 

child-related spending in October relative to non-Alaskan families.  

 

Figure 3.3. Average Marginal Effects of the Dividend Payout on Spending (Alaska versus 

other U.S. states) 

 

Notes: Consumer Expenditure Survey (1996-2015). All controls included. 

Specifically, an increase of 1% in a family’s spending budget yields an increase of 4.8% 

in child-related expenses in October and of 1.9% in November. Figure 3 also shows increases in 
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parents’ overall monthly spending due to the Dividend. It indicates that an increase of 1% in a 

family’s annual spending budget yields an increase of 0.7% in overall spending in October. The 

low elasticity of overall spending may suggest that families save money from the windfall, or use 

it to pay down debt. These results suggest that parents prioritize child-related spending over 

other types of spending given that spending on children is highly elastic and more responsive to 

changes in income than other types of household expenses taken together (4.8% vs. 0.7%). 

But what do these results mean in substantive terms? The average Alaskan family in the 

sample receives $4,422 in October, and experiences an increase in their annual spending budget 

of 9.4%. This means that Alaskan families increase their overall monthly spending by about 

6.6% (0.7*9.4) or $354 (on a baseline of $5,360) and their child-related spending by about 46% 

(4.8*9.4) or $142 (on a baseline spending of $310). Thus, for every $100 received in October, 

only about $8 is spent in overall expenses and about $3.2 is spent on children in the month in 

which the payout is received. Though only a small proportion27 of the windfall is spent 

immediately (in October), a large portion of these expenses is dedicated to children. These 

results are robust to alternative specifications of the model. In fact, a model estimating marginal 

propensity to consume (MPC) instead of elasticity (i.e., estimating changes as dollar amounts) 

produce virtually the same results: for every $100 dollars received in October, Alaskan families 

                                                 
27 Results suggest that only a small portion (about 8%) of the payout is spent on the month of 

October. This result is aligned with prior analysis using the CEX to estimate Alaskan families’ 

spending sensitivity to the Dividend (Kueng, 2018) The effect of the Dividend in the CEX is 

likely substantially underestimated as a result of measurement error (for a detailed discussion on 

measurement error in the CEX, see Kueng 2018).  



 

119 

 

spend an additional $8.2 on overall expenses and $2.7 on child-related expenses in that same 

month (see Appendix 3A.1).  

Additional analyses presented in Table 3.2 and Figure 3.4 suggest that the increase in 

child-related spending in October is driven mainly by increases in expenses on clothes and, to a 

lesser extent, on enrichment items and activities. Specifically, an increase in 1% of the family 

spending budget yields an increase of 9.2% and 2.8% in spending on clothing in October and 

November, respectively, and an increase of 2.3% in spending on enrichment items and activities 

in October. Despite the high elasticity of spending on clothing, beneficiaries of the payout also 

significantly decrease their spending on clothing in December relative to non-beneficiaries. This 

suggests a potential shift in holiday spending from December to October. Table 3.2 also suggests 

that child care and school expenditures are inelastic, therefore not responsive to the Dividend 

payout. This is likely a result of the seasonal nature of these expenses. The results are 

corroborated by robustness checks estimating marginal propensities to spend (see Appendix 

3A.128).  

 

 

                                                 
28 Though spending on clothing in October is substantially more responsive to the payout than 

spending on enrichment items and activities, the baseline dollar amount spent on enrichment 

items and activities ($176) is greater than that spent on clothes ($53). Thus, a smaller consumer 

response on enrichment items and activities may still lead to greater investment in terms of 

dollars as suggested by robustness checks estimating propensity to spend in dollars (see 

Appendix 3A.1). 
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Figure 3.4. Average Marginal Effects of the Dividend Payout on Child-Related Spending 

by Type of Spending (Alaska versus other U.S. states) 

 

Notes: Consumer Expenditure Survey (1996-2015). All controls included. 
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Table 3.2. Marginal Effects of the Dividend Payouts by Type of Expense 

  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

VARIABLES 

All 

spending 

All Child 

spending Hobbies Clothes Child Care School 

              

January 0.000170 0.0122 0.00935 0.0203 -0.00203 -0.00955 

 (0.000877) (0.00791) (0.00928) (0.0134) (0.00824) (0.00891) 

February -0.00120 -0.00331 0.000180 0.00300 0.00106 -0.0200* 

 (0.000920) (0.00970) (0.0115) (0.0142) (0.00903) (0.00995) 

March -0.00194* -0.00258 -0.00654 0.00650 0.00573 -0.0112 

 (0.000898) (0.00928) (0.0106) (0.0165) (0.00867) (0.00893) 

April -0.00272** -0.0188 -0.00640 -0.0237 0.00178 0.0125 

 (0.000897) (0.00998) (0.00957) (0.0146) (0.00787) (0.00968) 

May 0.000297 -0.00779 -0.00490 -0.0212 -0.00703 0.0120 

 (0.000882) (0.0111) (0.00904) (0.0149) (0.00737) (0.00927) 

June -0.000103 0.00715 -0.00515 -0.00377 0.00451 -0.0255* 

 (0.000825) (0.0110) (0.00833) (0.0160) (0.00917) (0.0101) 

July -0.000697 -0.0215* -0.00611 -0.0158 -0.00631 -0.0218* 

 (0.00112) (0.0102) (0.00934) (0.0145) (0.00829) (0.0110) 

August -9.00e-05 -0.0177 -0.00535 -0.0153 -0.0133 0.00487 

 (0.00135) (0.00986) (0.00909) (0.0180) (0.0114) (0.0151) 

September -0.000297 0.0145 0.0122 0.00156 0.0201 0.00799 

 (0.00113) (0.0110) (0.00983) (0.0166) (0.0120) (0.0139) 

October 0.00740*** 0.0480*** 0.0226* 0.0918*** 0.00346 0.00721 

 (0.00111) (0.00900) (0.00978) (0.0184) (0.0115) (0.0114) 

November 0.00143 0.0185* 0.00698 0.0284* 0.00487 0.00843 

 (0.000871) (0.00931) (0.0106) (0.0138) (0.0107) (0.0107) 

December -0.00103 -0.0140 -0.0110 -0.0459** -0.00794 0.0223* 

 (0.000845) (0.00863) (0.0106) (0.0157) (0.00874) (0.0110) 

Notes: Consumer expenditure survey (1996-2015). All controls included.  

Standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.0 

 

 

Class divide in spending behaviors after a cash-transfer 

The next analysis assesses whether the responsiveness of child-related spending differs 

by families’ socioeconomic status measured through family’s economic resources. For this 

analysis, families were divided into three groups according to terciles of family total annual 

spending.
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Table 3.3. Summary Statistics by Alaska Residence and by Tercile of Family Annual Spending 

 Low-Income Middle-Income High-Income 

 Alaska Non-Alaska Alaska Non-Alaska Alaska Non-Alaska 

       
Family Size 3.070 3.801 3.777 4.108 4.207 4.184 

Number of children 1.527 1.902 1.783 1.895 1.957 1.880 

Characteristics of reference person       
Age 37.71 37.49 37.32 39.59 41.78 42.02 

Male 0.225 0.354 0.526 0.503 0.499 0.537 

White 0.611 0.677 0.779 0.802 0.845 0.850 

College education or more 0.137 0.0997 0.205 0.271 0.448 0.536 

Married 0.248 0.508 0.726 0.778 0.886 0.895 

Working 0.739 0.742 0.894 0.860 0.898 0.880 

Annual spending budget 26,718 33,404 51,367 66,442 99,705 117,950 

Dividend payout 3,927 0 4,566 0 4,938 0 

Total number of households 209 18,800 296 16,879 448 16,076 

 

Notes: Consumer Expenditure Survey (1996-2015). Estimates are weighted. Dollar amounts are adjusted to 2014 US Dollars using the 

PCE-PI and regional differences are adjusted using the Cost of Living Index (C2RE). 
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Table 3.3 shows some socioeconomic and demographic characteristics of families by 

Alaska residence and terciles of family budget. First, it indicates that reference parents in lower-

income families are less likely to be male, White, working, and to have a college education than 

reference parents in affluent families. It also suggests that Alaska families across socioeconomic 

statuses earn less than non-Alaskan families. Finally, it suggests that lower-income families are 

slightly smaller than higher-income families, likely due to the fact that parents are younger (and 

have had less children) and due to the fact that many of these families are headed by single 

parents.  

Figure 3.5. Average Marginal Effects of the Dividend Payout on Child-Related Spending 

by Terciles of Family Total Annual Spending (Alaska versus other U.S. states) 

 

Note: Consumer Expenditure Survey (1996-2015). All controls included.  
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Figure 3.5 reports on differences in the levels of spending between Alaskan and non-

Alaskan households by tercile of annual spending budgets. Results suggest that families across 

social classes are similarly responsive to the payout in statistical and substantive terms. A 1% 

increase in low, middle, and upper-class families’ annual spending budgets yield increases in 

child-related spending in October of the order of 5.1%, 4.9% and 4.7% respectively. Thus, child-

related spending is highly elastic across social classes.  

These increases were again driven by spending on children’s clothes and on enrichment 

items and activities. Table 3.4 shows the marginal effects of the payout on these two types of 

expenses by social class. In October, Alaskan parents across the socioeconomic spectrum 

increase on children’s clothing. Higher and middle-class parents also significantly increase their 

spending on enrichment items and activities; Responsiveness of lower-class parents on this 

category is substantially smaller and statistically insignificant. Overall, increases in child-related 

spending is driven by spending on clothes and enrichment items, and spending on clothes is more 

elastic than spending on enrichment items across social classes. This suggests similar preferences 

for how to spend money across social classes. The fact that lower-class parents’ spending is less 

elastic than higher-class parents’ spending may result from poorer parents being less able to 

increase child-related spending. These results are corroborated by an alternative model 

specification which measures marginal propensity to consume in dollars (see Appendix 3A.2).  
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Table 3.4. Marginal Effects of the Dividend Payouts by Tercile of Family Annual 

Spending and Type of Expense 

Expense Hobbies and activities Clothes 

Tercile Low Middle Upper Low Middle Upper 

              

January 0.00727 0.0157 0.0182 0.0144 0.0443 -0.0344 

 (0.0116) (0.0195) (0.0187) (0.0147) (0.0319) (0.0548) 

February 0.00227 -0.00863 0.0130 0.0162 -0.0339 -0.0339 

 (0.0154) (0.0204) (0.0124) (0.0165) (0.0292) (0.0574) 

March -0.00625 -0.0144 0.0240* 0.0260 -0.0278 -0.0416 

 (0.0141) (0.0195) (0.0121) (0.0203) (0.0315) (0.0575) 

April -0.00900 -0.00243 0.0192 -0.0301 0.0120 -0.0696 

 (0.0132) (0.0146) (0.0124) (0.0174) (0.0300) (0.0573) 

May 0.000218 -0.0179 0.00268 -0.0137 -0.0738* 0.0586 

 (0.0119) (0.0174) (0.0144) (0.0177) (0.0306) (0.0608) 

June 0.00430 -0.0260 -0.0107 0.0148 -0.0410 -0.0530 

 (0.0106) (0.0167) (0.0158) (0.0179) (0.0336) (0.0527) 

July 0.00755 -0.00945 -0.0708** -0.0223 -0.0534 0.107* 

 (0.0123) (0.0150) (0.0228) (0.0162) (0.0321) (0.0513) 

August -0.00433 0.0214 -0.0553* -0.0187 -0.00386 -0.0267 

 (0.0123) (0.0142) (0.0233) (0.0231) (0.0323) (0.0558) 

September 0.00641 0.0324* 0.0115 -0.0107 0.0230 0.00303 

 (0.0137) (0.0153) (0.0165) (0.0206) (0.0332) (0.0509) 

October 0.0128 0.0416** 0.0448* 0.0587* 0.160*** 0.127* 

 (0.0133) (0.0159) (0.0176) (0.0234) (0.0290) (0.0511) 

November 0.00421 0.00458 0.0431** 0.00325 0.0729* 0.0775 

 (0.0143) (0.0194) (0.0145) (0.0153) (0.0298) (0.0560) 

December -0.0209 -0.00550 -0.0119 -0.0231 -0.0803* -0.0957 

 (0.0149) (0.0149) (0.0189) (0.0186) (0.0312) (0.0548) 

 

Notes: Consumer Expenditure Survey (1996-2015). All controls included.  

Standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 

 

Additional Analysis: Do Seasonal Patterns Represent Real Increases in Child-Related Spending? 

Increases in child-related expenses in October may not represent actual increases in the 

levels of expenses, but rather a shift in the timing of expenses. Additional analyses relying on 

annualized models are presented in Table 3.5 below.  
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Table 3.5. Marginal Effects of the Dividend Payouts by Tercile of Family Annual Spending and 

Type of Expense 

  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

 All child costs Hobbies Clothes Child care School 

            

All -0.0212 -0.0438 -0.0465 -0.0538 -0.0233 

 (0.0229) (0.0295) (0.0277) (0.0312) (0.0305) 

Lower-SES -0.00822 -0.0259 -0.0317 -0.0181 0.00990 

 (0.0177) (0.0235) (0.0244) (0.0257) (0.0244) 

Middle-SES -0.0208 -0.0367 -0.0402 -0.0478 0.0820 

 (0.0208) (0.0348) (0.0372) (0.0514) (0.0464) 

Upper-SES -0.0765* -0.140** -0.0765 0.0127 0.0472 

 (0.0352) (0.0493) (0.0598) (0.0901) (0.0674) 

      
Observations 50,766 50,766 50,766 50,766 50,766 

 

Notes: Consumer Expenditure Survey (1996-2015). All controls included.  

Standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 

 

These analyses suggest that Alaskan families do not spend more on children than non-

Alaskan families over the course of the year. Instead, they spend similarly (or less) on children, 

but shift their expenses to the month of October. This is not surprising given the small size of the 

effect found in October and the fact that Alaskan families spend substantially (though not 

significantly) less on children than other U.S. households in other months of the year (see 

Figures 3.2 and 3.5). However, these results are not robust to alternative model specifications 

estimating the marginal propensity to spend, which finds that families (and particularly middle-

class families) who are beneficiaries of the windfall spend more on children over the course of 

the year than non-beneficiaries (see Appendix 3A.3). Findings presented in Table 3.5 may result, 

in part, from attenuation bias due to additional measurement error in the annualized measure of 

expenses – which aggregates and annualizes monthly spending, and is likely to have more error 

than the disaggregated measure. Thus, results remain inconclusive regarding whether the 
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Alaskan parents invest more in their children or simply shift their spending decisions. 

Importantly, the trends found hold across social classes. 

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

Parental expenditures on children represent an important pathway to promote child well-

being since financial resources may be used to purchase a bundle of goods that shape children’s 

life chances, including stimulating home environments, high-quality neighborhoods and 

institutions, and enriching extracurricular experiences. It is also, however, an important pathway 

to perpetuate social inequalities given the well-known class divide in parental financial 

investments in children: whereas affluent parents invest more in enrichment items and 

experiences such as books, computers, lessons, and trips, lower-income parents tend to spend a 

larger fraction of their income on basic necessities like food and shelter, which leaves less 

disposable income for investing money in children. This study is the first to investigate class 

differences in parents’ spending behaviors after a universal cash-transfer: Do parents increase 

their spending targeted at children after a windfall?  Do windfalls promote different kinds of 

spending across parents of different social classes? Do they mitigate class divides in child-related 

spending? Little is still known about the heterogeneous effects of income boosts on child-related 

spending across the socioeconomic spectrum. In this study, I use variation in the Alaskan 

Permanent Dividend Fund payouts to investigate whether families who receive a cash-transfer 

spend more on children, and whether this increase is moderated by socioeconomic status. 

I find evidence of increased spending on children after an income boost. Monetary 

windfalls that represent a 1% increase in families’ spending budgets lead to an increase in 

monthly child-related spending of about 5% immediately after the payout. Furthermore, child-
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related spending is more responsive to income boosts than spending on other household expenses 

taken together (a comparable increase of only about 1% immediately after the payout). Thus, 

when income increases, parents invest in children relatively more than they invest in other 

household expenses taken together. These results indicate that parents prioritize spending on 

children, and that increases in child-related spending do not solely result from increases in 

disposable income (i.e., mechanical increases).   

When Alaskan parents across social classes experience an income boost, they dedicate 

more money to child-related spending. The overall child-related spending for parents of different 

socioeconomic statuses is similarly responsive to the Dividend payout and families across the 

socioeconomic spectrum make similar decisions about how to invest the payout. Specifically, for 

parents of all social classes, spending on children’s clothes is the most elastic, followed by 

spending on enrichment items and activities. This suggests that parents across social classes have 

similar spending behaviors. However, within each of these categories, lower-class parents’ 

spending is less elastic than higher-class parents’ spending. This may result from poorer parents’ 

need to spend the windfall on other basic necessities. This corroborates previous studies that 

found that lower-income parents need to use a large portion of the money received through cash-

transfer programs to address unmet needs  - e.g., housing expenses, cars, appliances, or food 

(Halpern-Meekin et al., 2015; Tach et al., 2019). Thus, the income boost resulting from the 

Alaska Dividend may not be enough to allow lower-income parents to overcome material and 

institutional constraints to which they are subjected and to increase their levels of spending 

targeted at children as much as higher-income parents.  

This study has important implications for universal cash-transfers such as basic income 

policies, which propose regular cash transfers to all people with no strings attached. The 



 

129 

 

desirability of basic income initiatives may depend on whether unconditional cash-transfers to 

parents benefit poor children. One of the ways in which children can benefit from cash-transfers 

is through parental spending directly targeted at children. Findings provide suggestive evidence 

of lower-class parents’ inability to “catch up” with their affluent counterparts in terms of child-

related spending after a universal windfall. In fact, it suggests that universal cash-transfers may 

exacerbate class inequalities in some kinds of child-related spending that are traditionally 

associated with the upper-classes, namely, spending on enrichment items and activities. This 

conclusion, however, does not mean that children in poorer families necessarily benefit less from 

universal income boosts compared to more affluent children. First, the effect of income on 

children’s outcomes is likely nonlinear and extra (even if fewer) dollars spent on poor children 

could help them more than they would help rich children. Second, poor parents may be spending 

more of the payout on other kinds of expenses not covered in this study that can also benefit 

children (such as spending on housing or food) even if they are not directly targeted at children. 

Finally, there are other mechanisms through which an income boost may benefit poor children’s 

well-being such as socio-psychological benefits to parents and improvements in parenting 

practices.  

Notably, some of this study’s findings may result from the design of the Alaskan 

Dividend program and would not apply to other universal cash-transfer programs. Previous 

literature suggests that the format in which cash-transfers are disbursed matter for spending 

decisions (Haushofer & Shapiro, 2013). The fact that the Alaska Dividend is paid as a lump-sum 

may encourage parental spending on durable goods such as clothes and on enrichment items 

(such as computers, videogames, or bicycles). Spending on these goods may also be encouraged 

by the market conditions around the time of the Dividend disbursement (i.e., increases in 
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advertising and special offers). In addition, the dividend comes shortly before Holiday season, 

which might encourage additional spending on gifts (Goldsmith, 2015). Finally, design of the 

Alaska Dividend may hinder spending on types of expenditures that are likely seasonal, such as 

spending on school and child care.  

This paper has important limitations. First, increases in child-related spending in October 

were assumed to result exclusively from the Dividend payout. They may have been 

overestimated if they also result from parents’ response to changes in market conditions (i.e., 

changes in the timing of expenditures). In other words, Alaskan parents may wait until October 

(when retail stores offer several promotions and sales) in order to purchase items and services 

that they would buy regardless of the Dividend receipt, such as winter clothes. Additional 

analyses are inconclusive on whether the increases in child-related spending in October represent 

a shift in the timing of expenditures or an actual increase in the levels of annual spending on 

children. Second, there are several sources of measurement error that lead to attenuation bias in 

the estimated causal effects of the Dividend: (i) spending amounts reported by respondents every 

three months are subject to recall bias and may be smoothed over the three-month period and (ii) 

the Dividend receipt and amount of payout are imputed for all Alaskan households, assuming a 

take-up rate of 100%, and that all household members were eligible for the payout and received 

the payout in full.29 Measurement error is likely even higher in models with annualized data, 

which aggregate and annualizes monthly expenses. As a result not only of measurement error but 

also of small sample sizes of Alaskans, much of the estimates are unstable and low, hindering 

                                                 
29 Kueng (2018) found that the imputation of the Dividend alone downward bias estimates of the 

effects of payouts on household consumption by about 23%.  
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precision in comparisons across social classes. Third, the CEX data cannot determine whether 

expenditures were used in ways that truly enhanced children’s development and it does not allow 

identification of the “quality” of spending – just the dollar amount dedicated to the expenditure.  

Despite these limitations, this study has important policy and theoretical implications. 

Policy-makers and scholars often debate how poor parents would make financial decisions when 

receiving cash-transfers with no strings attached. Results from this study provide a unique 

opportunity to compare the behavior of higher and lower-income parents and suggests little 

difference in their response to a windfall.  This study also provides preliminary evidence of one 

pathway through which basic income initiatives may benefit poor children, though it raises some 

concerns about widening inequalities in some types of child-related spending traditionally 

associated with middle and upper-classes.  



 

132 

 

REFERENCES 

Agarwal, S., & Liu, C. (2007). The Reaction of Consumer Spending and Debt to Tax Rebates—

Evidence from Consumer Credit Data. Journal of Political Economy, 115(6), 34. 

Alexander, K. L., Entwisle, D. R., & Olson, L. S. (2007). Lasting Consequences of the Summer 

Learning Gap. American Sociological Review, 72(2), 167–180. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/000312240707200202 

Bainbridge, J., Meyers, M. K., Tanaka, S., & Waldfogel, J. (2005). Who Gets an Early 

Education? Family Income and the Enrollment of Three- to Five-Year-Olds from 1968 to 

2000*. Social Science Quarterly, 86(3), 724–745. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0038-

4941.2005.00326.x 

Barrow, L., & McGranahan, L. (2000). The Effects of The Earned Income Credit on The 

Seasonality of Household Expenditures. National Tax Journal, 1211–1243. 

Becker, G. S. (1993). Nobel Lecture: The Economic Way of Looking at Behavior. Journal of 

Political Economy, 101(3), 385–409. 

Bennett, P. R., Lutz, A. C., & Jayaram, L. (2012). Beyond the Schoolyard: The Role of Parenting 

Logics, Financial Resources, and Social Institutions in The Social Class Gap in 

Structured Activity Participation. Sociology of Education, 85(2), 131–157. 

Bertrand, M., & Morse, A. (2009). What Do High-Interest Borrowers Do With Their Tax 

Rebate? American Economic Review, 99(2), 418–423. 

Bodovski, K., & Farkas, G. (2008). “Concerted Cultivation” And Unequal Achievement in 

Elementary School. Social Science Research, 37(3), 903–919. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2008.02.007 

Bourdieu, P. (1979). Symbolic Power. Critique of Anthropology, 4(13–14), 77–85.  



 

133 

 

Bradley, R. H., Corwyn, R. F., McAdoo, H. P., & Garcia Coll, C. (2001). The Home 

Environments of Children in the United States Part I: Variations by Age, Ethnicity, and 

Poverty Status. Child Development, 72(6), 1844–1867.  

Brooks-Gunn, J., Duncan, G. J., & Britto, P. R. (1999). Are socioeconomic gradients for children 

similar to those for adults?: Achievement and health of children in the United States. 

Buchmann, C., Condron, D. J., & Roscigno, V. J. (2010). Shadow Education, American Style: 

Test Preparation, the SAT and College Enrollment. Social Forces, 89(2), 435–461. 

Calarco, J. M. (2014). Coached for The Classroom: Parents’ Cultural Transmission And 

Children’s Reproduction of Educational Inequalities. American Sociological Review, 

79(5), 1015–1037. 

Chin, T., & Phillips, M. (2004). Social Reproduction and Child-Rearing Practices: Social Class, 

Children’s Agency, and The Summer Activity Gap. Sociology of Education, 77(3), 185–

210. 

Cole, S. A., Thompson, J., & Tufano, P. (2008). Where Does it Go? Spending by the Financially 

Constrained (SSRN Scholarly Paper No. ID 1104673). Retrieved from Social Science 

Research Network website: https://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=1104673 

Cooper, M. (2014). Cut Adrift: Families in Insecure Times (1st ed.). Oakland, California: 

University of California Press. 

Dahl, G. B., & Lochner, L. (2012). The Impact of Family Income on Child Achievement: 

Evidence from the Earned Income Tax Credit. American Economic Review, 102(5), 

1927–1956.  

Danziger, Sandra. (2010). The Decline of Cash Welfare And Implications For Social Policy And 

Poverty. Annual Review of Sociology, 36, 523–545. 



 

134 

 

Danziger, Sheldon, & Waldfogel, J. (2000). Securing The Future: Investing in Children from 

Birth to College (1st ed.). New York, NY, US: Russell Sage Foundation. 

DiMaggio, P. (1982). Cultural Capital and School Success: The Impact of Status Culture 

Participation on the Grades of U.S. High School Students. American Sociological 

Review, 47(2), 189–201.  

Doepke, M., & Zilibotti, F. (2019). Love, Money, and Parenting: How Economics Explains The 

Way We Raise Our Kids (1st ed.). Princenton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 

Downey, D. B., von Hippel, P. T., & Broh, B. A. (2004). Are Schools the Great Equalizer? 

Cognitive Inequality during the Summer Months and the School Year. American 

Sociological Review, 69(5), 613–635.  

Duncan, G. J., Huston, A. C., & Weisner, T. S. (2007). Higher Ground: New Hope For The 

Working Poor And Their Children (1st ed.). New York, NY, US: Russell Sage 

Foundation. 

Duncan, G. J., Magnuson, K., & Votruba-Drzal, E. (2014). Boosting Family Income to Promote 

Child Development. The Future of Children, 24(1), 99–120. Retrieved from JSTOR. 

Erickson, G., & Croh, C. (2015). How the APF and the PFD Operate: The Peculiar Mechanics of 

Alaska’s State Finances. In Alaska’s Permanent Fund Dividend: Examining its 

Sustaintability as a Model (2nd ed.). Retrieved from 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/304772469_Permanent_Perhaps_Challenges_to

_the_Model_in_Alaska_in_Its_First_30_Years 

Fisher, J. D., Johnson, D. S., & Smeeding, T. M. (2013). Measuring the Trends in Inequality of 

Individuals and Families: Income and Consumption. The American Economic Review, 

103(3), 184–188. 



 

135 

 

Goldsmith, S. (2015). The Economic and Social Impacts of the Permanent Fund Dividend on 

Alaska. In Alaska’s Permanent Fund Dividend: Examining its Sustaitability as a Model. 

(2nd ed., p. 253). New York: Palgrave MacMillan. 

Goodman-Bacon, A., & McGranahan, L. (2008). How Do EITC Recipients Spend Their 

Refunds? Economic Perspectives, 32(2). 

Greenman, E., Bodovski, K., & Reed, K. (2011). Neighborhood Characteristics, Parental 

Practices and Children’s Math Achievement in Elementary School. Social Science 

Research, 40(5), 1434–1444.  

Gregg, P., Waldfogel, J., & Washbrook, E. (2005). Expenditure Patterns Post-Welfare Reform in 

the UK: are Low-Income Families Starting to Catch Up? (SSRN Scholarly Paper No. ID 

1159330). Retrieved from Social Science Research Network website: 

https://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=1159330 

Halpern-Meekin, S., Edin, K., Tach, L., & Sykes, J. (2015). It’s Not like I’m Poor: How Working 

Families Make Ends Meet In a Post-Welfare World (1st ed.). Oakland, California: 

University of California Press. 

Haushofer, J., & Shapiro, J. (2013). Household Response To Income Changes: Evidence From 

An Unconditional Cash Transfer Program in Kenya. Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology, 24(5), 1–57. 

Ishizuka, P. (2018). Social Class, Gender, and Contemporary Parenting Standards in the United 

States: Evidence from a National Survey Experiment. Social Forces.  

Johnson, D. S., Parker, J. A., & Souleles, N. S. (2006). Household Expenditure And The Income 

Tax Rebates of 2001. American Economic Review, 96(5), 1589–1610. 



 

136 

 

Jones, L. E., Milligan, K. S., & Stabile, M. (2015). Child Cash Benefits and Family 

Expenditures: Evidence from the National Child Benefit (Working Paper No. 21101).  

Kalil, A., & DeLeire, T. (2004). Family Investments in Children’s Potential: Resources and 

Parenting bBehaviors that Promote Success (1st ed.). New York: Psychology Press. 

Kaushal, N., Magnuson, K., & Waldfogel, J. (2011). How Is Family Income Related to 

Investments in Children’s Learning? In Social Inequality and Educational Disadvantage 

edited by G. Duncan and R. Murnane (1st ed., pp. 187–206). New York, NY: Russell 

Sage Foundation. 

Kohn, M. (1989). Class and Conformity: A Study in Values. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago 

Press. 

Kornrich, S., & Furstenberg, F. (2013). Investing in children: Changes in parental spending on 

children, 1972–2007. Demography, 50(1), 1–23. 

Kueng, L. (2018). Excess Sensitivity of High-Income Consumers*. The Quarterly Journal of 

Economics, 133(4), 1693–1751.  

Lareau, A. (2011). Unequal childhoods: Class, race, and family life. Univ of California Press. 

Lareau, A., & Cox, A. (2011). Social class and the transition to adulthood. Social Class and 

Changing Families in an Unequal America, 134. 

Mauldin, T., Mimura, Y., & Lino, M. (2001). Parental Expenditures on Children’s Education. 

Journal of Family and Economic Issues, 22(3), 221–241. 

https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1016647806016 

Mayer, S. E. (1997). What money can’t buy: Family income and children’s life chances. Harvard 

University Press. 



 

137 

 

McGranahan, L., & Schanzenbach, D. W. (2013). The earned income tax credit and food 

consumption patterns. 

McLanahan, S., & Sandefur, G. (1994). Growing Up with a Single Parent. What Hurts, What 

Helps. Harvard University Press, 79 Garden Street, Cambridge, MA 02138 ($19. 

Michelmore, K. (2013). The Effect of Income on Educational Attainment: Evidence from State 

Earned Income Tax Credit Expansions (SSRN Scholarly Paper No. ID 2356444). 

Retrieved from Social Science Research Network website: 

https://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=2356444 

Milligan, K., & Stabile, M. (2011). Do Child Tax Benefits Affect the Well-Being of Children? 

Evidence from Canadian Child Benefit Expansions. American Economic Journal: 

Economic Policy, 3(3), 175–205. 

Park, H., Buchmann, C., Choi, J., & Merry, J. J. (2016). Learning Beyond the School Walls: 

Trends and Implications. Annual Review of Sociology, 42(1), 231–252.  

Piketty, T., & Saez, E. (2003). Income inequality in the United States, 1913–1998. The Quarterly 

Journal of Economics, 118(1), 1–41. 

Potter, D., & Roksa, J. (2013). Accumulating advantages over time: Family experiences and 

social class inequality in academic achievement. Social Science Research, 42(4), 1018–

1032.  

Schneider, D., Hastings, O. P., & LaBriola, J. (2018). Income Inequality and Class Divides in 

Parental Investments. American Sociological Review, 33. 

Shaefer, H. L., & Edin, K. (2013). Rising extreme poverty in the United States and the response 

of federal means-tested transfer programs. Social Service Review, 87(2), 250–268. 



 

138 

 

Sherman, J., & Harris, E. (2012). Social class and parenting: Classic debates and new 

understandings. Sociology Compass, 6(1), 60–71. 

Smeeding, T. M., Phillips, K. R., & O’Connor, M. (2000). The EITC: Expectation, knowledge, 

use, and economic and social mobility. National Tax Journal, 1187–1209. 

Souleles, N. S. (1999). The response of household consumption to income tax refunds. American 

Economic Review, 89(4), 947–958. 

Tach, L., Halpern-Meekin, S., Edin, K., & Amorim, M. (2019). “As Good as Money in the 

Bank”: Building a Personal Safety Net with the Earned Income Tax Credit. Social 

Problems, 66(2), 274–293.  

Widerquist, K., & Howard, M. (2015). Alaska’s Permanent Fund Dividend: Examining Its 

Suitability as a Model (Exploring the Basic Income Guarantee) (Hardback) - Common. 

Palgrave MacMillan. 

 



 

139 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Intergenerational transfers refer to the voluntary conveyance of valued resources (i.e. 

money, in-kind goods, time, and housing) from one generation to the other. These transfers can 

be conceptualized as costs to the sending generation and as benefits to the receiving generation 

(Silverstein, 2006). In developed nations, the flow of transfers is generally downwards, from 

parents to children. Whereas parents provide their adult children with emotional, instrumental 

and financial support for most of their lives (Berry, 2006; Fritzell & Lennartsson, 2005), children 

and grandchildren normally reciprocate with instrumental aid when older parents become frail 

(Furstenberg, 2015; Grundy, 2005; Zarit, Eggebeen, & Bornstein, 2002). Given the importance 

of intergenerational transfers between older parents and adult children, researchers have raised 

concerns that the reshaping and complexification of American families over the last decades 

(Bumpass & Lu, 2000) might have changed resource sharing within families (Furstenberg, 

2014).  

The first two chapters of this dissertation focus on the intergenerational support available 

between older parents and their adult children in two different complex family types: older step-

families and multigenerational households. Taken together, these two chapters add to the 

understanding of how family complexity shapes intergenerational support across social classes. 

Socioeconomically disadvantaged adults are the ones most likely to live in complex household 

arrangements such as three-generational coresidence. They are also more likely to be part of a 

step-family, and in particular of a complex step-family (one in which both remarried parents 

have children of their own). However, disadvantaged individuals may also accrue some 

unexpected benefits from these types of families and living arrangements. My findings point to 
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the importance of three-generational coresidence as an adaptive strategy that helps disadvantaged 

parents to invest more in their children. They also point to contingency of ties within step-

families as an adaptive strategy for lower-SES older step-parents who face resource scarcity and 

social instability.  

These differential patterns of social support may be more a function of what family 

members across social classes can provide than of what they want to provide. As a result of 

higher-SES step-parents more abundant economic resources, they more often can help all their 

children; lower-SES step-parents, on the other hand, face more constraints to the amount of 

money and time that they can dedicate to their biological and step-children, and are more likely 

to selectively allocate their scarce resources to only some children. Similarly, lower-SES 

grandparents living in three-generational households are more advantaged relative to coresident 

parents than higher-SES coresident grandparents. Because of their relative socioeconomic 

advantage, lower-SES grandparents are more likely to be able to help their coresident children 

and grandchildren.  

These chapters subscribe to a normative adaptive approach which sees complex families 

as adaptive and resilient (Ganong & Coleman, 2004). This approach posits that complex families 

can function well and can be effective living environments for children. Because of their focus 

on socioeconomic differences, these studies show how characteristics, vulnerabilities, and 

pathways to success in a complex family environment are different for socioeconomically 

advantaged and disadvantaged families. Dynamics in complex families and complex households 

may help lower-SES adults to adapt to current life circumstances, save scarce resources, and 

secure social and economic support in moments of crisis. This does not necessarily imply, 

however, that complex families or household are ubiquitously detrimental to the well-being of 
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advantaged families. More research should investigate when and how family complexity can be 

beneficial for parents and children across the life course. Future research should pay particular 

attention to important sources of heterogeneity associated with individuals’ socioeconomic 

statuses.  

Whereas the two first chapters focus on the consequences of family complexity in a 

context of socioeconomic inequality, the final chapter focuses on the consequences of 

socioeconomic inequalities for parents’ child-related financial investments. Specifically, it 

investigates the heterogeneous effects of unconditional and universal cash-transfers on parental 

financial investments in children across the socioeconomic spectrum. This chapter suggests that 

universal cash transfers may not be enough to mitigate the socioeconomic inequalities in child-

related spending. This chapter has important policy implications: as policymakers develop basic 

income programs in the future, robust evidence on their effects on children are paramount. This 

study provides unique insight on whether and how parents make investments that promote child 

wellbeing as a result of unconditional and universal cash-transfers. It suggests that basic income 

policies may not mitigate child-related spending inequalities. However, more research is needed 

on the consequences of cash-transfers’ disbursement format for spending decisions. 

Overall, this dissertation has several implications for our understanding of the role of kin 

within complex family environments and across social classes, it sheds light on important 

mechanisms of the reproduction of social inequality, and may help to inform the development of 

basic income policies. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1A.1. Interview Guide 

 

Mature Blended Family Dynamics 

Interview Guide for Older Adults in Blended Families 

I am doing a study of families, and I would like to talk to you about your everyday experiences in your 

family and your relationships with your family members, and more specifically, with your children and 

stepchildren. I am going to be very informal, think of this as a regular conversation rather than an 

“interview.” If you don’t want to talk about something, that’s fine. You can just say you don’t want to 

talk about it and we’ll move on to something else.  

 

I’m going to tape record our conversation because I want to listen to you rather than taking notes. That 

way I can really concentrate on what you have to say. If you want me to turn the recorder off at any 

time, just say so. No one will hear the tape except for me and the secretary who transcribes it. Any 

questions?  

 

Is it okay to turn the tape recorder on now?  

 

**Recorded interview begins** 

 

1. Ice-breaker 

- Can you walk me through what a typical weekday looks like for you? Start with the morning [typical 

morning/afternoon/evening]. How often are things different from this typical day you described? 
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2. Family History 

I really want to know a little bit about the history of your family, from the beginning. Can you tell me a 

little bit about it?  

 

A) Marital History 

- How many times were you married or lived together for a long period with a partner?  

o Probe about each time: how it started, when it started, when it ended, why it ended.  

 

B) Children and Step-children 

- Now I want to know a little bit about all of those you consider as your children (whether they are 

biological children or not).  

o Probe: relationship, age, who are their biological parents, during what periods did they co-

reside together or apart; it not biological children also establish when they first met and when 

they started co-residing together.  

 

3. Exchanges of emotional/financial/instrumental support 

 

A) Support provided to children  

- I want to know a little bit more about each of your biological/step children.  

o How would you describe child X to a person who’s never met him/her before? 

o What is child X doing right now? [Probe: Is he/she working? Is he/she married? Is he/she 

healthy? Does he/she have children? How many?] 
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o How often do you have contact with child X? When was the last time you had contact with 

child X? What was the interaction about? 

o Think about the help child X recent needs. Does child X need more help, less help, or about 

the same amount of help as other people his/her age? What kind of help child X normally 

needs? 

o Tell me about the last time child X needed financial/emotional/practical support. Did 

you help him/her? Why? How did you feel about that? 

o What are the biggest strengths and weaknesses of your current relationship with child X? Has 

it always been like this?  

 

- There are many ways in which parents can help children. They can provide children with 

money, practical support, advice, emotional support, etc. Some of this support is given in 

person, some is given even when parents and children live far from each other. I want you to 

think a little bit about the types of help you offer your children.  

o Overall, which kinds of support do you (not your spouse) currently offer the most to 

your biological children? And to your step children? (Probe for any differences and: 

when? Why?) 

o How would you rank all your children in terms of the amount of support they 

currently need? And what about the amount of support they currently receive? Why? 

o Are there any challenges in deciding when to help which children? Do you need to 

negotiate this with your spouse? Tell me about that (Probe for a current example).   

o [If it does not come up in the previous questions… ] Tell me about a recent or past 

time in which… 
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 … you helped an adult child and this help had a positive impact in this child’s 

life 

 … you tried to help a child and this help did not work out the way you wanted 

 … you decided not to help a child and why 

 … you disagreed with your spouse about the amount/kind of help you should 

give to a child and why 

 .... one child got upset over the help you provided to another child 

- Sometimes parents find it difficult to give their children everything they would like to… 

o What are the things that you think you did a good job in providing to your children? Do you 

think you provided these things equally to all your children? Why / Why not? 

o What are the things you wish you could have done more or done differently for your 

children? Would you have done this differently for all your children or some particular 

children? What were the reasons you could not do this?  

o Who participated/participates in the decision of when and how you give support to 

your children? Tell me a little bit about that. Tell me about the last time you had a 

disagreement over supporting children in your household. What was it about, how 

was it resolved? 

 

 

B) Role of step-parents 

- Now I want to ask you a little bit about being a step parent. 

o Some kids tell us their step parents are like parents, and other kids tell us they are more like 

friends. What is it like for your stepchildren and you? Can you think of an example? 
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o Some step-parents tell us that they struggle to figure out what role to play in their step-kids’ 

lives.  Did you have this issue? Can you think of an example? [probe about division of 

responsibilities with stepchild’s biological parents] 

o How was your role/responsibilities as a parent different for your stepchildren and your 

children in the past? What about today?  

o Did you have any big sources of tension or conflict with any of your stepchildren in the past? 

Give me an example. How did you handle it? 

o Have you and any of your stepchildren ever experienced a fall out? When? Why?  

o Tell me a little bit about your interactions with your step-children today. Are they different 

from the interactions with your children? Why? [Probe: Interactions with/without spouse 

being present] 

o Would you describe yourself as a successful step-parent? Why? What do you think you have 

done well? What do you think you would improve? 

 

C)  Support needed/ received 

Now that I know a little bit about your family and its history, I’d like to know a little bit about you.  

 

- How is your health these days? 

 

- Some daily activities become more difficult as people age. Would you say you are experiencing 

difficulties in performing any of your daily activities? [Ask about driving, going to distant places, 

buying groceries, cooking, etc. Probe about health issues, if they come up]  

o How are you overcoming this challenges? [probe for programs, kin and non-kin help] 
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o  [If respondent says there are no regular needs]. Not everybody needs help regularly. But 

most of us occasionally face a crisis and need someone’s help. Can you tell me about the last 

time you needed to ask for help? [Probe who, when, why, what kind of help was received].  

o Who would be the first person you would call if you needed help with day-to-day activities? 

Why?  

 

- How is your social life nowadays? [probe about social contact, face-to-face or over the phone, with 

family members and friends]. Do you think that is enough social contact or would you like to be able 

to interact with more people during your week?  

 

- Tell me about your financial situation now. Are you working? [Probe for work status, type, 

hours, how long working there]. Are you retired? [Probe whether receives social security, 

pension, SSI, return from investments]  

o Walk me through all the money that comes in during a typical month. 

[earnings/income from respondent & spouse; support from programs; other support; 

if receives any regular support from children] 

o We all need help getting by sometimes. Is there anyone who helps you out 

financially? How much? How often? Do you normally pay back? Tell me about the 

last time you needed financial help. [probe about transfers from children]. 

o Walk me though all the money that you spend during a typical month [paying 

rent/bills/health care; expenses that involve children/stepchildren or support 

provided to non-kin] 
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o Every family splits up their money in different ways – some people combine 

paychecks together, others keep separate accounts. How does your family manage the 

money coming into the household nowadays? And who is responsible for what type 

of expenses?  How are decisions to expenses involving your children made? Are there 

ever conflicts and disagreements? Tell me about that.  

 

- Suppose you (and your spouse or partner) cashed in all your checking and savings accounts, stocks 

and bonds, real estate, sold your home, your vehicles, and all your valuable possessions. Then 

suppose you put your money towards paying all your mortgage and all your other loans, debts and 

credit cards. Would you have any money left over after paying all your debts or would you still owe 

money? How much would you have left over/still owe? 

 

D) Support planned 

- Have you ever thought about inheritance? How important is it to you to leave some inheritance to 

your children? Do you think you will be able to leave something of economic or emotional value to 

your children? How do you plan on dividing these resources? Have you ever discussed this with 

your partner? 

 

E) Changes in support over time 

- I have a little exercise that will help me to know a bit more about people in your life, whether they 

are family members or not [Pull paper sheet with three concentric circles, approach proposed by 

Kahn and Antonucci (1980) to study the Convoy Model over the life course]. I would like you to 

think about all the people who are really important in your social life, who you exchange support 



 

150 

 

with (advice, intimate conversations, help with money or instrumental help). These people can be 

friends, co-workers, neighbors, family members. They might live close or far – but they need to be 

important to you. Most of us do not have more than ten of these people in our lives.  

 

 

Figure 1. Example of diagram in sheet to be handed to respondents 

 

 

o Step 1: [give respondent a black pen] On the first concentric circle, I want you to write the 

names of the people who are the most close to you at this moment in your life. These are the 

people who help you when you need, and who you feel comfortable asking for help. They are 

also the people you would go out of your way to help.  

o Step 2: On the second circle and third outermost circles, I would like you to write the name 

of people who are still close to you, and with whom you exchange support at this moment of 

your life, but the farther people get from the inner circle, the less central they are in your life.   

o Step 3: can you circle for me the names that you wrote that belong to family members? [If 

respondent circles names that he/she had not mentioned before, inquire about relationship]. 
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- Sometimes our relationships with people change a lot over time. Sometimes we get closer or distant 

from people in our family. [Use sheet with concentric circles]. Looking at people who are in this 

sheet right now, would you say that they were always placed in the same circles? [Probe respondent 

to mark changes on paper, see steps below]. When/why do you think these changes happened? 

o Step 1: Can you draw arrows that indicate other positions that each of your family members 

have occupied previously in your diagram throughout your adult life? [If people were not in 

their diagram during a certain point of their adult life, ask them to draw an arrow pointing to 

the area outside the outermost circle].  

o Step 2: [give respondent a red pen] Were there family members who at some point were in 

this diagram but are not currently there? Who? When would they have been in this diagram? 

In which circle would they have been placed? What changed? Why? [ask respondent to write 

names in red, in positions they have occupied in the diagram, in the past] 

 

4. Expectations & Normative beliefs 

- Can you define… 

o  …What a good child is? What does a good child do for his/her parents? Do you know 

someone who has been a particularly good child? Can you tell me a bit about this person? 

o …What a good parent is? What does a good parent do for his/her children? Do you know 

someone who has been a particularly good parent? Can you tell me a bit about this person? 

o …What is a good stepchild? What does a good stepchild do for his/her stepparents? And 

what is a good stepparent? What does a good stepparent does for his/her stepchildren? Do 

you know someone who has been a particularly good parent? Can you tell me a bit about this 

person? 
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- Where do you see you and your kids five years from now. Paint me a picture of what your life will 

be like. Where will you be? Who will be with you? 

 

5. Open-ended reflection & closing remarks 

- Blended families like yours are really common these days. What would you tell people is the best 

thing about families like yours? What are the good things? What are the hardest challenges? Do you 

think the good aspects and challenges changes over time? What are the most prominent challenges 

and benefits you have for being in a blended family at older ages? 

 

- Okay, that’s about it. Is there anything else about your family that we haven’t covered that 

you’d like to share with us? 

 

**End of Interview** 

 

- Now that the interview is over, how was it for you? 

 

- Is it okay to get in touch with you if I need to ask a quick clarifying or follow up question? I 

want to make sure I got everything right.  (Verbal Consent) 

 

- We would also like to invite your spouse and (your adult children) to participate in the study. 

They will complete an in-person interview that is shorter than the interview you completed 

today and will also receive $30 for their participation. May I contact your spouse/children to 
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invite them to participate in this study? May I tell them that you gave us (his/her/their) name 

(and number) to invite (him/her) to participate in the study? (verbal consent) 

 

Thank you for your time.  

 

Once more, I want you to know that any information you give us during the interview will be 

kept private. Any records from the interview (audio or written) will be kept in a locked location 

and will be accessible only to the researchers. In any sort of report we make public we will not 

include any information that will make it possible to identify you or your child.  

 

Please contact us if you have any questions about the study. Thank you. Goodbye. 

 

(Over) 
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Appendix 3A.1 Marginal Effects of the Dividend Payouts by Type of Expense 

  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

 

All 

spending 

All child 

spending Hobbies Clothes Child care School 

              

January 48.52 16.77* 11.06* 1.280 2.214 3.498 

 (40.31) (7.530) (4.327) (0.970) (3.931) (3.211) 

February 48.43 13.68 5.541 0.236 6.205 2.979 

 (47.45) (7.968) (4.035) (0.873) (4.904) (3.184) 

March 24.58 9.603 5.513 0.0120 1.676 3.635 

 (38.34) (7.422) (4.276) (0.875) (3.671) (3.203) 

April 2.753 9.112 4.125 -0.640 2.134 4.781 

 (39.60) (7.225) (3.821) (0.844) (3.678) (3.309) 

May 94.36 12.30 5.004 1.620 3.723 3.271 

 (52.02) (7.535) (3.958) (1.232) (4.045) (3.164) 

June 58.10 13.93 11.30* -0.221 1.811 2.311 

 (51.66) (7.584) (4.387) (0.847) (3.863) (3.146) 

July 43.21 8.377 2.575 2.329* 1.625 3.080 

 (41.36) (7.181) (3.402) (1.164) (3.913) (3.193) 

August 107.6* 12.68 7.864 1.567 1.142 3.299 

 (47.82) (7.789) (4.076) (1.635) (4.306) (3.356) 

September 35.76 27.39* 12.73** 2.694* 2.392 11.22 

 (42.73) (12.64) (4.510) (1.222) (4.851) (9.543) 

October 81.86* 26.57*** 18.06*** 6.257*** 1.267 2.480 

 (36.20) (6.867) (4.506) (1.182) (4.217) (2.283) 

November 19.65 23.28** 19.11*** 2.157* 1.528 1.987 

 (36.62) (8.059) (5.279) (1.048) (4.228) (2.245) 

December 72.63 15.80* 15.32** -1.476 -0.0604 3.173 

 (46.27) (8.035) (5.162) (1.265) (3.776) (3.124) 

       
Observations 433,809 433,809 433,809 433,809 433,809 433,809 

 

Standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 
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Appendix 3A.2. Marginal Effects of the Dividend Payouts by Tercile of Family Annual Spending and Type of Expense 

Expenditure All child costs Hobbies and activities Clothes 

Class Low Middle Upper Low Middle Upper Low Middle Upper 

January 4.159 22.85** 6.749 -2.495 15.11* 6.996 1.206 2.678* 0.0236 

 (5.721) (7.998) (9.413) (3.370) (6.194) (6.005) (1.061) (1.164) (1.457) 

February 4.146 12.94 8.997 -1.573 8.694 -0.310 1.274 0.0707 -0.220 

 (5.774) (6.756) (11.70) (3.480) (5.002) (5.591) (1.071) (0.953) (1.291) 

March 5.259 11.82 -1.283 -2.729 6.544 1.802 0.866 0.369 -1.170 

 (5.903) (7.216) (9.301) (3.393) (5.373) (6.025) (1.159) (0.993) (1.219) 

April 3.123 10.75 -0.825 -1.780 3.476 0.0783 0.550 1.103 -3.150*** 

 (5.782) (6.260) (9.038) (3.574) (3.789) (5.353) (1.157) (1.390) (0.936) 

May 4.810 9.582 6.372 -0.0395 4.629 -0.170 1.687 0.232 2.134 

 (6.258) (6.312) (10.13) (4.030) (4.362) (5.772) (1.369) (1.216) (2.151) 

June 5.367 15.89* 4.702 0.852 10.86 8.496 0.471 1.188 -2.188* 

 (6.018) (8.022) (9.714) (3.791) (6.517) (6.258) (0.998) (1.256) (1.027) 

July -0.286 8.000 1.291 -2.215 4.055 -4.360 -0.621 1.654 3.819* 

 (5.720) (6.219) (9.701) (3.501) (4.069) (5.172) (1.033) (1.706) (1.795) 

August 3.140 18.41* -2.251 0.985 10.33* 0.649 -0.611 2.672 -0.113 

 (6.860) (7.306) (9.904) (4.909) (4.819) (5.530) (2.276) (2.206) (2.584) 

September 14.50* 22.78** 24.64 6.202 12.25* 8.567 2.265 5.580* 0.0516 

 (6.913) (7.497) (20.84) (4.666) (5.016) (6.676) (1.811) (2.190) (1.614) 

October 18.72** 35.80*** 12.26 6.248 22.69*** 12.89* 7.749** 8.679*** 3.164* 

 (7.021) (8.350) (7.825) (4.349) (6.889) (5.945) (2.694) (1.911) (1.412) 

November 4.477 25.60*** 18.19 -0.711 18.94** 20.39* 0.757 3.354* 1.312 

 (5.926) (7.529) (11.44) (3.690) (5.989) (9.178) (1.173) (1.416) (1.502) 

December 6.210 13.08 2.002 5.657 10.99 8.042 -2.523 -0.968 -2.948 

 (6.789) (7.599) (10.94) (5.083) (6.053) (7.961) (1.818) (1.851) (1.881) 

 

Standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 
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Appendix 3A.3. Marginal Annual Effects of the Dividend Payouts by Tercile of Family Annual 

Spending and Type of Expense 

  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

 

All child costs Hobbies Clothes Child care School 

            

All 250.4* 151.7** 14.91 12.18 71.58 

 

(113.0) (47.17) (9.629) (35.32) (65.42) 

Lowe-SES 123.1 37.07 13.62 10.09 62.35 

 

(81.91) (43.54) (10.60) (34.02) (40.69) 

Middle-SES 251.3** 158.1*** 24.86* 17.10 51.23 

 

(80.77) (47.66) (11.15) (34.04) (36.82) 

Upper-SES 148.4 99.89 -1.766 -25.89 76.15 

 

(145.2) (53.91) (10.60) (42.89) (88.23) 

      
Observations 50,766 50,766 50,766 50,766 50,766 
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Appendix 3A.4. Marginal Effects of the Dividend on Spending on Enrichment Items and 

Activities, By Presence of Children 
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