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Family Experiences and the Erosion of Support for

Intergenerational Coresidence

We test the affluence interpretation of the decline
in intergenerational coresidence, which implicitly
affirms that close kin would still offer housing to
those in need, by examining the factors that influ-
ence attitudes about coresidence with young adult
children and aging parents. Using national data,
we model the effects of living in a multigenera-
tional household in childhood and living indepen-
dently from parents prior to marriage on respon-
dents’ obligation to allow aging parents and
adult children who are in need to coreside. We
find strong effects of living arrangements experi-
ences on attitudes that differ by the type of inter-
generational coresidence.

Home is the place where, when you have to go there,
they have to let you in.

Robert Frost, “Death of the Hired Man”

Shelter is a fundamental resource that family
members attempt to provide each other when nec-
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essary. Although levels of intergenerational
coresidence have declined dramatically in recent
decades in the United States and in other devel-
oped countries, most analysts interpret these
changes as the result of increases in affluence that
have allowed previously dependent relatives to
split off from the nuclear family to live in a home
of their own (Kuznets, 1978; Michael, Fuchs, &
Scott, 1980). Given that splitting off increases the
privacy of both those who split off and their rela-
tives, the increased number of young adults leav-
ing home prior to marriage (Goldscheider, 1997)
and the greater likelihood that widowed parents
live alone (Ruggles, 1996) are usually seen as
strictly beneficial. The affluence interpretation
underlies this positive view, and it suggests that
although the necessity for coresidence has de-
clined, there has been no reduction in the commit-
ment to provide it. Rather, ascribing change to af-
fluence implicitly affirms that close kin would
still offer housing to those in need.

However, changes in preferences may have
been as important as increases in affluence in the
splitting off of extra relatives from American
families (Pampel, 1983). The outcry in the popu-
lar press (Cowan, 1989; Gross, 1991; Lindsay,
1984) and from some scholars (Schnaiburg &
Goldenburg, 1989) against the recent increase in
grown children living with parents, despite the
dramatic increases in housing costs and youth un-
employment (Levy, 1987), suggests that Ameri-
cans may have become increasingly opposed to
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parents and adult children sharing a residence,
even if the parent or child is in a difficult situation
and lacks the physical or financial resources to
make separate living feasible. In fact, the commit-
ment to provide housing to close kin in need may
be weakening. Many may no longer feel that they
have to let you in.

These two explanations—changes in affluence
and changes in preferences—are not contradictory,
given that changes in attitudes and preferences are
likely to occur as a result of changes in behavior.
The decline in coresidence has been under way for
most of the twentieth century (Ruggles, 1994).
Through social-psychological behaviorist mecha-
nisms of social learning and through the interpre-
tation of experiences via processes such as those
set forth by cognitive theorists, people develop at-
titudes about their family relationships and obli-
gations (Caspi & Elder, 1988; Sroufe & Fleeson,
1988). Children watch what significant others like
their parents do, hear what they say, and learn by
imitating many of their parents’ attitudes and be-
havioral choices. If increases in affluence mean
that families need to provide intergenerational
coresidence less often, children are less likely to
observe such living arrangements and are more
likely to conclude that such solutions are inappro-
priate or unnecessary.

Of course, not all learning takes place in child-
hood, and most people find that the economic and
family commitments of adulthood restructure their
choices and priorities and increase their concern for
the needs of others. However, if increases in afflu-
ence lead people to make new choices when they
enter adulthood that affirm the priority of privacy
over interdependence for themselves when they
enter adulthood, the attitudes learned in childhood
may be even more strongly reinforced. Hence, non-
family living early in adulthood may weaken com-
mitment to intergenerational coresidence.

In this study, we focus on two paths of attitude
development, one in childhood and one in adult-
hood. These paths are the experience of coresidence
with grandparents and the experience of leaving
the parental home prior to marriage. We propose
that, because living separately became economi-
cally more feasible and adult coresidency became
associated with poverty, the desire for increased
privacy superseded the commitment to sharing
living space with family members. Those who
never experienced coresidence with a grandparent
may be less open to the idea of providing residen-
tial support to their own aging parents. Similarly,
those who experienced intergenerational privacy
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as a result of affluence in young adulthood may in-
creasingly require it for themselves, even when
the resources needed to maintain separate housing
for their own adult children—or their aging parents
—are not available. We examine the link between
having experienced these two forms of intergen-
erational coresidence and current attitudes toward
each of them.

HYPOTHESES

With the exception of parental marital disruption,
there is little research on the effects of experienc-
ing various forms of living arrangements while
growing up. We know little about how living out-
side a family setting early in adulthood, which only
became common in the late 1960s (Goldscheider
& Goldscheider, 1994), shapes people’s lives.
Early nonfamily living contributes to lower edu-
cational attainment (White & Lacy, 1997) and ap-
pears to weaken support for gender-segregated
roles (Goldscheider & Waite, 1991), but we have
no evidence about its effects on expectations about
living arrangements.

We know even less about how living with
grandparents as a child influences people’s lives
(Aldous, 1995). Grandparental coresidence may
increase the quality of parenting that children re-
ceive (Chase-Lansdale, Brooks-Gunn, & Zamsky,
1992). However, there are probably fewer such
influences because, although there has been rela-
tively little change during the twentieth century in
the likelihood that a woman will have a parent
move in with her, the duration of such coresidence
has declined between 25% and 33% across cohorts,
and it is increasingly likely to occur later, after all
grandchildren have left home (Weinick, 1995).

We expect that those who have not experienced
either grandparental coresidence or prolonged
coresidence as an unmarried adult in their parents’
home will have less favorable attitudes toward
these living arrangements. Hence, we propose two
similar hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: Those who lived with grand-
parents while children will have a more fa-
vorable attitude toward coresiding with par-
ents who need residential support.

Hypothesis 2: Those who left home prior to
marriage to live outside a family setting
will have less favorable attitudes toward
coresiding with adult children who need
residential support.
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However, the effects of nonfamily living on
family-related attitudes were less clear-cut for
young men than for young women. The effect of
experiencing nonfamily living in young adulthood
had a weaker positive effect on men’s acceptance
of the employment of mothers than on women’s.
Expecting to leave home before marriage also de-
layed men’s rate of marriage less than women’s
(Goldscheider & Goldscheider, 1993), and experi-
encing nonfamily living actually accelerated men’s
marriage timing (Goldscheider & Waite, 1991).
These weaker effects for men may reflect the fact
that nonfamily living in young adulthood has been
more common for men throughout the twentieth
century. Hence, we further hypothesize:

Hypothesis 3: The effects of nonfamily liv-
ing will be stronger for women than for
men.

However, the relationship between actual ex-
periences of living arrangements and attitudes to-
ward intergenerational coresidence might be the
result of other factors that influence both pro-
cesses. The omission of some of these other factors
might produce spurious relationships, as would be
the case if, for example, the more highly educated
are less likely to have such experiences and are
less family oriented. In contrast, some factors might
mask the linkage between living arrangements
and attitudes. Hence, it is important to include in
the model factors that may be related to both. We
include measures of family-related attitudes, other
life course and family experiences, and social class,
as well as indicators of religion, race, and ethnicity.

DATA, VARIABLES, AND METHOD

Data

The analyses are based on data from the National
Survey of Families and Households (NSFH), de-
signed at the Center for Demography and Ecology
at the University of Wisconsin. Field work was
carried out by the Institute for Survey Research at
Temple University during 1987 and 1988. Inter-
views were conducted with 13,008 men and
women, representative of the U.S. population
aged 19 and older (or married). Interviews included
questions about a range of family-related attitudes
and behaviors, including detailed histories of fam-
ily transitions. (For more information on this sur-
vey, see Sweet, Bumpass, & Call, 1988.) We de-
scribe how we used the information to construct
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our two measures of attitudes about coresidence,
the two types of coresidential experiences, and the
more complex control variables, as well as the
technique we used to analyze them.

Dependent Variables

The data allow us to predict variation in these two
measures of support for intergenerational coresi-
dence by using constructs closely related to our
theoretical concerns. (See Table 1 for definitions
and weighted distributions of the dependent and
independent variables.) We derived the dependent
variables from two questions about helping mem-
bers of other generations with coresidence. These
questions are in a self-administered portion of the
questionnaire. Levels of nonresponse were some-
what higher in this portion of the survey. As a re-
sult, we have about 11,000 cases for analysis.

We chose to analyze attitudes about coresidence,
rather than actual coresidence, because our central
concern is with the variation in the sense of obli-
gation to provide, rather than in actually doing so.
We realize that there is likely to be substantial mea-
surement error in these questions because the ques-
tions are general and do not measure the willing-
ness on the part of the respondent to coreside with
a specific family member. Not all who express such
an obligation can truly be counted on by their rela-
tives, and many who do not endorse such a com-
mitment in the abstract might find good reasons to
help out their own kin. However, we have no rea-
son to expect this weakness in measurement to be
substantially biased. Further, examining attitudes is
useful when the potential behavior is distant or in-
frequent, as is the case here (Dawes & Smith, 1985;
Eggebeen, 1992). The attitude items are as follows
(shortened titles appear in the parentheses): Chil-
dren ought to let aging parents live with them
when the parents can no longer live by themselves
(dependent parent); parents ought to let their adult
children live with them when the children are hav-
ing problems (children with problems).

Each dependent variable is a 5-point scale of
the responses to these items, ranging from strongly
disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). Higher values
on the scale represent greater support for the
given form of intergenerational coresidence.
About 13% responded to these questions by dis-
agreeing or strongly disagreeing with the idea that
parents ought to provide housing to children hav-
ing problems, and 25% responded in this fashion
about aging parents. There is a slightly higher level
of support for providing housing to a financially
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TABLE 1. DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS (WEIGHTED)
SD

Variable M (Continuous Variables)
Agreement that children should let aging parents coreside

(1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) 2.44 96
Agreement that children should let adult children coreside

(1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) 2.84 1.00
Grandparent lived in parental home 17 —
Lived with parents in grandparental home .09 —_
Lived with grandparents but without parents .04 —
Nonfamily living (left home > 1 year before marriage) .54 —_
Female 52 —
Traditional roles (scale 0-5) 3.38 1.22
Disapproval of mothers’ working (scale 0-28) 16.60 5.31
Never married 22 —
Minor children in household .39 —
Parent of noncoresident children 32 —
Number of siblings 321 2.57
Age at survey 42.59 17.26
Both parents deceased .29 —
Parents divorced .09 —
College education (any) 42
Income (natural log) 8.26 2.52
Income missing 12
Black A1 —
Hispanic .07 —
Catholic .23 o
Jewish .03 —
Fundamentalist Protestant 12 —
(White nonfundamentalist Protestant) (.44)
n 10,979

stressed adult child than to a physically dependent
parent (2.84 vs. 2.44).

The Two Coresidential Experiences

Living with grandparents. We measure whether re-
spondents ever lived for 4 months or more with a
grandparent while growing up. The large amount
of detail in the NSFH allows us to distinguish
three different circumstances: living with grand-
parents but without parents (among those who did
not live continuously with both parents), living
with parents in the grandparents’ home, and living
with grandparents in the parental home. Although
the information does not indicate the reasons for
these experiences, we think it likely that only the
last case normally represents residential need on
the part of the grandparent. The other two cases
indicate that the respondent’s own parental family
was in need of housing for the child or for the par-
ents as well.

More than one quarter of the sample (27%) had
one or more of these experiences. (The cumulative
proportions in Table 1 sum to 30% because some
had more than one kind of grandparental coresi-
dence.) These experiences are relatively uncorre-

lated; few who experienced one form of coresidence
with grandparents while growing up experienced
one of the other forms of coresidence. However, re-
spondents who lived in their grandparents’ home
without their parents were likely to have lived with
their parents there, as well, for part of the time.

Nonfamily living. In the NSFH, respondents were
asked their age when they left home. They also
were asked their date of marriage. This combina-
tion allowed us in most cases to determine whether
they experienced a period of nonfamily living prior
to marriage. However, a precise matching of the
timing of marriage and leaving home was not al-
ways possible, given that the timing of leaving
home was asked in terms of age, and marriage
dates were obtained as years and months. Further,
respondents were more likely to predate their age
at leaving home than their timing of marriage, so
that, even among those who reported leaving
home “to get married,” there often was a gap of
1-2 years between the age at leaving home and
the age implied by the date of marriage (Gold-
scheider, Biddlecom, & St. Clair, 1994). Because
we wanted our measure of nonfamily living to in-
clude those who had experienced more than a
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trivial spell, we have defined nonfamily living as
having left home at an age 2 years younger than
age at marriage or the survey date, whichever came
first.

Control Variables

Gender role attitudes. Two variables measure the
respondents’ attitudes toward the ideal manner for
women to carry out their roles in the family. Tra-
ditional roles is a variable that reflects the role of
women as wives, measured by the statement, “It
is much better for everyone if the man earns the
main living, and the woman takes care of the home
and family.” This variable ranges from disagree
(1) to agree (5). A high value on this variable in-
dicates greater support for a division of family
roles into separate spheres. Disapproval of mothers
working is a scale that measures the role of women
as mothers. It is derived from four items, three at-
titudinal items concerning the extent of agreement
about the appropriateness of mothers working
when the job is full-time and the youngest child is
under age 5, when it involves children younger
than 3 years old being cared for all day in a day
care center, and when the job is part-time and the
youngest child is under age 5. The fourth item is a
general statement about whether preschool chil-
dren are likely to suffer if their mother is employed.
These four questions were coded so that higher
values indicate greater disapproval of mothers
working under each of these conditions, and then
values were summed. They are very closely related
(Cronbach’s alpha = .81).

Family statuses. We distinguish four categories
that indicate the respondent’s position in his or
her families of procreation and orientation: (a) re-
spondent’s current marital status—married or un-
married; (b) respondent’s current parental status,
subdivided by whether or not there are children
living in the household; (c) respondent’s number
of siblings; and (d) whether the respondent’s par-
ents divorced while she or he was younger than
19 years old. We expect the effects of parental
status to differ on support for the two types of
coresidence because having children should in-
crease support for providing help to children, and
having children in the household should leave
less room physically and emotionally for a depen-
dent parent. To indicate maturity and to help clar-
ify which generation the respondent is likely to
identify with, we control for the respondent’s age.
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Social class. We include two measures of social
class: education, for its effects on familistic atti-
tudes (indicated by whether the respondent at-
tended college, which is the major effect); and re-
spondent’s total personal income (measured with
the natural log), which indicates the extent to
which the respondent can meet the residential
needs of parents and children though subsidizing
their living arrangements elsewhere. We also in-
clude a dichotomous measure of whether or not
income was stated by the respondent.

Ethnicity and religion. Group membership is indi-
cated by six mutually exclusive categories defined
by race and religion: (a) Black, (b) Hispanic, (c)
Catholic, (d) Jewish, (e) fundamentalist Protestant,
and (f) all others, which serves as the reference
category (mainly White, nonfundamentalist
Protestants). The first two groups (Blacks and His-
panics) can be of any religion, and the remaining
groups are all non-Black, non-Hispanic. There are
few Jews who are Hispanic or Black in this data
set, and research on several dimensions of family
attitudes and behaviors has found considerably
less difference by religion among Hispanics and
Blacks than among the White majority in the U.S.
(Goldscheider & Goldscheider, 1993; Goldschei-
der & Mosher, 1991). Fundamentalist Protestants
are those who reported they agreed or strongly
agreed with both of the following two statements:
“The Bible is God’s word and everything happened
or will happen exactly as it says.” “The Bible is
the answer to all important human problems.”

Analytic Method

The ordinal structure of the attitude questions
about intergenerational coresidence, the depen-
dent variables of the analysis, requires a statistical
tool that, although not assuming an interval scale,
does take order into consideration (Agresti, 1990).
A logistic regression of ordinal data accomplishes
this computation by forming maximum likelihood
estimates of cumulative probabilities in which the
base category is compared with all others, gener-
ating beta coefficients that reveal the direction of
effect and significance. (We use strongly disagree
as the base category so that positive effects are
those increasing support for coresidence.) Unlike
multinomial logit, the effect of the independent
variables is assumed to be identical for all cate-
gories of the dependent variable. We have trans-
formed the betas generated by the logit model
into odds ratios to increase interpretability and to
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highlight the magnitudes of the effects. This trans-
formation, exp(b,), yields the odds ratios for those
who were a unit apart on a given measured charac-
teristic, net of other predictors in the model (De-
Maris, 1995, p. 956). For example, Table 2 shows
that the odds ratio for a fundamentalist Protestant
supporting coresidence with a dependent parent is
2.7 times greater than that for a nonfundamentalist
Protestant (the reference category). This portion
of the analysis is based on unweighted data.

RESULTS

This analysis, by and large, supports our hypothe-
ses. Both experiences of intergenerational coresi-
dence significantly increased support for providing
the parallel form of coresidence to the appropriate
generation. The results also show that the effects
of many of the independent variables depend on
which direction of coresidence is considered—
with children or with parents.

The experience of having lived with grandpar-
ents reinforces an individual’s support for provid-
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ing coresidence to parents who are in need. This
was the case for two of the three types of coresi-
dence with grandparents, increasing approval lev-
els by relative odds of 12%—-19%. The exception
suggests that it is necessary that the childhood ex-
perience include parents living in the household,
as well.

The experience of living with grandparents,
but not with parents, did not have a significant ef-
fect on support for coresidence with aging parents,
and the coefficient is actually in the wrong direc-
tion. Such living arrangements may arise because
of conflict between the parental and grandparental
generation, so that conflict is learned. In the other
two cases, the experience of residential closeness
between the parental and grandparental genera-
tions is highlighted and learned, even if their liv-
ing together produced tension. The grandparent’s
need does seem to matter, given that the effects
are sharper when the three-generation family
lived in the parental home. Hence the experience
of living with parents and grandparents reinforced
the commitment to provide residential support to

TABLE 2. ORDERED LOGIT ANALYSIS (ODDS RATIOS) OF ATTITUDES TOWARD
INTERGENERATIONAL CORESIDENCE (UNWEIGHTED)

Variable Dependent Parent Adult Child with Problems
Grandparent lived in parental home 1.189** 1.113*
Lived with parents in grandparental home 1.1257 1.077
Lived with grandparents but not parents 0.969 0.979
Nonfamily living 1.021 0.952
Female x nonfamily living 0.903 0.679"
Female 1.004 0.868*
Traditional roles 1.226** 1.152%*
Disapproval of mothers’ working 1.014%* 0.989
Own parents divorced 0.874* 1.046
Never married 1.081 1.32%*
Children younger than 19 years old in household 0.865%* 1.118*
Parent of other children 0.67** 1.097
Number of siblings 1.022%* 1.005
Orphan 0.967 1.055
Age 0.995* 0.999
College education 0.917* 1.033
Income 0.985 0.959%**
Income missing 0913 0.853**
Religion-ethnicity®
Black 2.41%* 1.21%*
Hispanic 1.862%* 2.027**
Catholic 1.204%* 1.152%*
Jewish 1.069 1.702%**
Fundamentalist Protestant 2.766%* 1.162*
Intercepts®
1 0.089%** 0.065%*
2 0.546** 0.539%*
3 3.822%* 2.733%*
4 18.718** 15.054%**
n 10,979 10,967

Reference is non-Hispanic, non-Black, nonfundamentalist Protestant. YUntransformed coefficients.

p<.10. *p<.05. **p< .0l
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aging parents. There was also a link, if a weaker
one, to support for young adult coresidence because
the experiences of coresidence with a grandparent
who was in need increased support for parents
helping their adult children residentially.

However, the experience of nonfamily living
in early adulthood was linked only to decreased
support for young adult coresidence and did not
affect support for coresidence with aging parents.
Also, the effects of experiencing nonfamily living
in young adulthood were weaker than the effects
for coresidence with grandparents. They were
stronger for women and, in fact, only applied to
them. We present this result in Table 2 as an inter-
action term. When the model is applied separately
to men and women, women who experienced
nonfamily living showed significantly less sup-
port for intergenerational coresidence with adult
children than those who did not. Men showed no
significant effect.

Espousing traditional roles for women increased
the approval of coresidential support, particularly
for the older generation. The scale measuring
global gender roles had more impact than the scale
indicating disapproval of mothers working. These
patterns hold for both men and women, although
the effect of holding traditional gender roles was
stronger for men than for women (data not shown).

Position in the life course strongly influenced
attitudes about intergenerational coresidence, usu-
ally in sensible ways. Those with divorced parents
were significantly less supportive of coresidence
with aging parents, with an odds ratio of .87, but
this experience had no significant effect on sup-
port for coresidence with financially stressed
adult children. The never married, who are most
likely to move back into the parental home (Da-
Vanzo & Goldscheider, 1990), were more sup-
portive of such a solution to adult children’s diffi-
culties than were the ever married. The relative
odds of support were 32% higher among the never
married than among the ever married. Marital sta-
tus had no effect on support for coresidence with
an aging parent. Respondents with children in the
household were more likely to agree that adult
children should be able to return to the nest if
necessary, but this was not the case among those
whose children had left home. However, those
with children, whether or not the children were
living at home, were significantly less supportive
of coresidence with an aging parent. Older respon-
dents were less supportive of coresidence with an
aging parent than were younger respondents. This
may reflect a life course effect. With age, respon-
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dents increasingly identify with the situation of
the aging parent and wish to assert their indepen-
dence by not asking children for help. However,
there is some evidence that persons born after
World War II are generally more open to intergen-
erational coresidence (Alwin, 1996).

Having many siblings had no effect on support
for providing coresidence to needy young adults.
However, having more siblings slightly but signif-
icantly increased enthusiasm for parental coresi-
dence. The lower probability of needing to provide
housing to parents (because other siblings are
available to provide it) may allow people to be
more supportive of parents moving in (with others).
This finding is consistent with Levy’s (1965) argu-
ment that norms are most strongly maintained
when the need or the opportunity to violate them is
rare. However, those with more siblings report more
positive relationships with their parents (Lawton,
1990), and relationship quality is an important
predictor of willingness to provide support (Gold-
scheider & Thornton, 1998).

The effects of our two measures of social class
differ, depending on the direction of intergenera-
tional support. Having more income decreased sup-
port for coresidence with a financially stressed child,
but additional income had no significant effect on atti-
tudes toward coresidence with a physically depen-
dent parent. The difference in results might reflect
the differences in the problems. The adult children’s
problem is likely to be financial, so the problem of
maintaining independence can be solved by provid-
ing a subsidy. The aging parents’ problem, however,
is likely to be health, so simply paying the rent
would not fully solve it.

A much sharper difference emerged for educa-
tion. Those with a college education were signifi-
cantly less supportive of coresidence with aging
parents but did not differ from those with less ed-
ucation in their willingness to help their children.
This result is consistent with the wealth-flows
transition argument (Caldwell, 1982) because the
more educated are expected to be in the forefront
of this transition and to invest more strongly in
their children than in their aging parents.

Ethnic differentials for the support of intergener-
ational coresidence were substantial. Overall, every
group was more supportive of intergenerational
coresidence than were White, nonfundamentalist
Protestants. Two groups, non-Hispanic Catholics
and Hispanics, expressed greater support for each
form of intergenerational coresidence than nonfun-
damentalist Protestants. Catholics affirmed some-
what higher support, and Hispanics, dramatically
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greater support for both forms of coresidence than
this reference group.

The other three groups were generationally se-
lective in their greater support for coresidence.
Blacks and fundamentalist Protestants were distinc-
tive in being very supportive of coresidence with
aging parents but were little more supportive of
the problems of financially stressed adult children
than were Catholics. Jews, in contrast, were highly
supportive of their children (although not as much
as Hispanics) but were not significantly different
from nonfundamentalist Protestants in their support
for coresidence with a physically dependent parent.

DISCUSSION

There is substantial variation in the sense of obli-
gation to provide a home to frail parents and to
adult children in trouble. This variation responds
strongly to the factors that we examined. In partic-
ular, as we hypothesized, those who experienced a
given form of intergenerational coresidence as
children or young adults were more committed to
providing it, in turn, to their parents and to their
young adult children. Such living arrangements
clearly help to strengthen people’s commitments
and provide opportunities for social learning that
supports intergenerational coresidence. These ex-
periences enhance support for coresidence either
because the respondents learned that the benefits of
strengthened relationships were greater or the costs
of lost privacy were less than they would have ex-
pected had they never had such an experience.

The effect of nonfamily living in young adult-
hood was narrower than that of living with parents
and grandparents as a child and was only charac-
teristic of women. Women who withdrew from
their parents’ home early in young adulthood evi-
dently had a profound family-role hiatus that
helped them to redefine themselves more in terms
of the importance of work and privacy and less in
terms of responsibility for maintaining family
bonds and obligations to kin. Nonfamily living in
young adulthood lowers women’s support for
coresidence with both physically dependent par-
ents and with adult children, compared with those
who remained as daughters in their parents’
households until they married. This experience
had less of an effect on men, perhaps because re-
maining home until marriage does little to rein-
force the sense of commitment to caring for oth-
ers, and the involvement of adult sons in the
parental domestic economy is less extensive than
that of adult daughters (Goldscheider & Waite,
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1991). On the other hand, women seem more able
to hold both egalitarian gender roles and support-
ive attitudes about the coresidential needs of their
parents and children than do men, for whom a
stronger tradeoff appears. However, it is possible
that measures of gender egalitarianism that focused
on men’s family and work tradeoffs, rather than
only on women’s, would have had stronger effects
on men’s attitudes.

Although this is a cross-sectional analysis, in
nearly every case the pattern of effects makes the
possibility more plausible that there has been a
decline in the extent that these obligations are felt.
This possibility seems clearest for the effects of
actually experiencing various forms of intergenera-
tional coresidence. People who lived together
with parents and grandparents when they were
growing up were significantly more supportive of
coresiding with aging parents, and women who
left home to live independently before marriage
were less supportive of providing housing to an
adult child who was financially needy. Given the
dramatic increase in the proportion of older persons
living alone, fewer people live with grandparents.
Nonfamily living among young adults also has in-
creased because, although young adults now remain
home until they are somewhat older, marriage
ages have increased even more.

The effect of egalitarian attitudes about gender
roles suggests that there has been a decline in sup-
port for generational coresidence. Further, parental
divorce has been increasing and fertility decreas-
ing—trends that, based on these results, could
weaken support for providing housing to aging
parents. Therefore, assuming that the effects of
these attitudes have been relatively stable over
time, the changes in each of these living arrange-
ments have been undermining support for inter-
generational coresidence in times of need.

Even the ethnic results can be interpreted in this
light. The two groups most supportive of both kinds
of intergenerational coresidence were Hispanics
and non-Hispanic Catholics. However, both of
these groups have been assimilating rapidly to the
American pattern on a variety of other family-
related behaviors. (See Bean & Tienda, 1989, for
Hispanics; Goldscheider, & Mosher, 1991, and
Jones & Westoff, 1979, for Catholics.) The patterns
among Blacks were not so clearly interpretable in
terms of trends because Black family structure has
become more, rather than less, extended in the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century (Ruggles, 1994),
and the recent growth of fundamentalist Protestant
denominations could presage a return to more tradi-
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tional family values. Overall, the trends implicit in
these results appear to reinforce an individualistic
view of family relationships based more on prefer-
ence than on obligation. Therefore, given these re-
sults and the lessons implied by social learning the-
ory, attitudes supporting the obligation to provide
coresidence probably have declined and will de-
cline further.

The attitudes toward intergenerational coresi-
dence expressed here do not measure how the re-
spondent feels about his or her own parents and
adult children. However, the factors found to affect
the declining commitment to social relationships
observed by Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler,
and Tipton (1985) and Watkins, Mencken, and
Bongaarts (1987) also were found to affect this
particular aspect of the parent-child relationship.
Aldous (1987) observed that “individualism is hard
on the weak and dependent. . . . It is also hard on
the ties that keep adults together” (p. 424). Inter-
generational investment may be motivated by the
same balance between individual and collective in-
terests. If, in Frost’s terms, “home is the place
where, when you have to go there, they have to let
you in,” then the most vulnerable adults, the
youngest and the oldest, may face increasingly
problematic residential choices.
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