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Abstract 

It is well known that a parental break-up in childhood has a negative influence on the 

intergenerational contact in adulthood. The intergenerational contact within dissolved 

families is less frequent than in intact families. Nonetheless, even among families that 

experienced a break-up in childhood, differences in contact frequency are observable. 

How come those individuals seem to be affected in different ways by a parental break-

up? Previous research is lacking the answer to this question. Thus, the aim of this thesis 

is to contribute to research on dissolved families by exploring which conditions 

influence intergenerational contact among adult children and their divorced/separated 

parents. The data used in this thesis come from the Swedish Level of Living Survey and 

the analyses are conducted using OLS-regressions. First, it was verified that dissolved 

families have a less frequent intergenerational contact than intact families in 

contemporary Sweden, however, with the exception of the contact between 

divorced/separated mothers and their daughters. Second, the variation in contact among 

dissolved families is, to a large part, explained by differences in living distance between 

the adult child and the parent. Furthermore, it was found that conflict between the 

respondent and the parent in childhood has a significant influence on intergenerational 

contact in adulthood. The results thus highlight the importance of including childhood 

events other than the divorce/separation when investigating intergenerational contact. 
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Introduction 

To be a parent is often associated with a caretaker and supporter role in the family. At the 

same time, adult children are often assigned the responsibility of supporting their aging 

parents. In many industrialized countries, however, divorce and separation1 rates are high and 

have been so for several years, which have led to numerous family break-ups (see, e.g., 

OECD, 2011). That a parental divorce or separation has consequences for the children as well 

as for the parents is a well established fact today. Previous studies have for instance shown 

that children with divorced parents tend to have less educational success, less social 

competence skills and lower levels of occupational attainment compared to their peers from 

intact families (Amato, 2000; Sun & Li, 2008). Divorced adults report lower happiness levels, 

more signs of psychological distress and more economic problems (mostly the mothers) than 

married adults (see, e.g., Amato, 2000). A family break-up usually involves a geographical 

split of the family. It may also include establishing new family ties with  for example 

stepparents. So what happens with the social contact within the original family after the split 

up? There are studies showing that divorce and separation have a negative impact on 

intergenerational contact both shortly after the break-up and in the long run (see, e.g., Lye, 

1996; Skevik, 2006; de Graaf & Fokkema, 2007). Most studies have focused on the 

comparison between families that have experienced a break-up and families that are intact. 

However, little is known about potential differences in the frequency of intergenerational 

contact within the group of divorced/separated families. What accounts for the fact, that in 

some families the intergenerational contact seems to be unaffected by the parental 

divorce/separation in childhood whereas in others it seems to be highly negatively affected? 

As Paul Amato (2010) frames it, researchers have to start studying how and under which 

circumstances children are affected by divorce, rather than whether or not they are affected. 

Thus, it is time for researchers to turn their focus away from comparing children from 

divorced/separated families with children from intact families. Instead, the attention should be 

turned to searching for the mechanisms that are responsible for (adult) children’s different 

outcomes after a parental break-up (ibid.). This knowledge would be of importance for family 

                                                
1 In this thesis the term separation is used to indicate a break-up between a cohabiting couple. 
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consultants and policy makers (among others) in their work of mediating the negative 

consequences of divorce/separation for all the involved family members. In addition to the 

high divorce and separation rates, the demography is shifting and the population is aging (e.g., 

for Sweden, see SCB, 2012). This may lead to less informal support within the society and 

instead increase the pressure on the public health care system in the future. Consequently, a 

broad knowledge and understanding of family relations and intra-family support patterns can 

be of significance for policy makers in their planning of for example public care. Thus, the 

purpose of this thesis is to contribute to the field of divorce research by extending the 

knowledge of intergenerational contact and to make an explorative in-depth investigation of 

conditions that might affect the frequency of contact in adulthood among those individuals 

that have experienced a parental break-up in childhood. The study is innovative, as it controls 

for the experience of conflicts between the respondent and the parent in childhood. This has 

not been done before in this kind of studies. The data used originate from the Swedish Level 

of Living Survey (abbreviated LNU, which is short for ‘Levnadsnivåundersökningen’, in 

Swedish). So far, there are only few previous studies on intergenerational contact in Sweden 

and none of them have mainly focused on divorce/separations. Therefore, an additional aim 

will be to broaden the knowledge of the present Swedish context of intergenerational contact 

and the influence of family break-ups. 

Previous Research and 

Background 

Previous research 

Divorce has for a long time been a frequent topic within sociological research and most 

scholars agree that there is a negative association between parental divorce and 

intergenerational contact as well as between divorce and children’s wellbeing or life chances 

in general (see, e.g., Amato, 2000; Albertini & Garriga, 2011). Already shortly after divorce 

young children exhibit an increased risk of having a less close relation with their parents 

(mostly the non-residential parent) compared to peers in intact families (Cooney, et al., 1995; 
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de Graaf & Fokkema, 2007). Usually this means that the child risks having a less frequent 

contact with the father, as it is more common that the father leaves the family home. When 

turning our attention to adult children, previous studies show similar results to that of young 

children from dispersed families. The same patterns of fewer contacts (including face-to-face, 

telephone and mail contact) are present also between adults and their divorced parents 

compared with their peers from intact families. Again, it is found that the effect is larger for 

the non-residential parent. Divorced/separated fathers (as mentioned, most commonly the 

non-residential parent) have a much lower frequency of contact with their children, compared 

both to non-divorced/separated fathers but and to divorced/separated mothers (Lye et al., 

1995; Lye, 1996; Tomassini et al. 2004; de Graaf & Fokkema, 2007; Kalmijn, 2008). Thus, 

not only the living conditions such as being the residential or the non-residential parent 

appears to play a role after a divorce/separation but also gender. According to earlier studies, 

gender is one of the main factors behind the frequency of intergenerational contact. It has 

been shown that both the sex of the adult child and the parent matters (Lye, et al. 1995; 

Albertini & Saraceno, 2008). In general, the female family members have more contact, both 

when comparing same sex dyads2 and in the comparison between mixed sex dyads. Thus, 

daughters seem to have more contact with the parents than sons, and mothers have more 

contact with the children than fathers (Lye et al., 1995; Bernhardt & Gähler, 2003). The fact 

that women seem to have more intergenerational contact than men have initiated several 

debates among researchers about the role of women as kinkeepers in the family (see, e.g., 

Lye, 1996; Szydlik, 2000:106; Kalmijn, 2012). It has been shown that fathers living in a 

relationship with a woman have more contact with their adult children than alone living 

fathers and these results were significant regardless of whether the father lived together with 

the biological mother or if the father had a new partner (Lennartsson, 2001a). Gender theory 

explains this by the fact that women are more active in networking with kin and they may also 

control the access that men have to their kin (Lye, 1996). The underlying reason for 

controlling and maybe minimizing the contact between the father and the child after a 

divorce/separation might have several reasons diverging from anger to mistrust in the 

capability of the fathers. In accordance with this point of view, the decrease in contact 

between the father and the child after a break-up is not by choice from the father but governed 

                                                
2 The term ‘dyad’ is used in this thesis defining a connection between two individuals (or in other words a 

group of two individuals). 
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by the mother (Lye, 1996; de Graaf & Fokkema, 2007). Other scholars argue that it is not due 

to a kinkeeper effect that the intergenerational contact differs between the genders but rather 

because of different preferences regarding what is seen as the required amount of contact to 

maintain a relationship. Accordingly, father’s contact in a marriage/cohabitation is driven by 

the mother as there are no large differences in the amount of contact with the children before a 

break-up. The reason for this might be that the parents often meet the children together as a 

couple, hence, the frequency of contact is about the same, and that these interactions are 

arranged by the mother. In other words, the authors argue that fathers have less contact with 

their children after a divorce/separation because they might prefer to (de Graaf & Fokkema, 

2007). Summing up, researchers do not completely agree on the explanation for gender effects 

on contact and Kalmijn (2008) argues that it is of relevance to study the differences between 

the genders not only among divorced/separated couples but also between intact couples as 

there might still be gender differences that are present already before the divorce. 

Parental remarriage and own children are other factors that can influence the intergenerational 

contact between the adult child-parent. According to Lye et al. (1995), the non-custodial3 

parent (the father) is likely to have even less contact with the children if the custodial parent 

(the mother) remarries (see also Skevik, 2006). Other researchers argue that there is a 

negative influence of remarriage both for mothers and for fathers though a remarriage is more 

negative for the mother/custodial parent (de Graaf & Fokkema, 2007). This is then in 

accordance with the statement of Lye (1996) that men who remarry have a more frequent 

contact with the children of their first marriage compared to when they live alone, as the new 

wife acts as a kinkeeper (see similar results from Lennartsson above). 

There is no clear evidence how the age of the child at the time of the divorce affects the 

outcomes for the child (Amato, 2000). Concerning intergenerational contact, Albertini and 

Garriga (2011) did not find any proof that younger children experience more negative 

consequences from divorce than older children. Neither did they find any support for the 

assumption that adolescence is the more vulnerable age group for the effects of a break-up 

(compared to both younger and older children). Similar results were also found on data from 

                                                
3 This study is from the US where it is more common to differentiate between the custodial and the non-

custodial parent. In Sweden, it is more common that both parents are custodial parents also after a 

divorce/separation so most of the time I only distinguish between the residential and the non-residential 

parent. Residential parent is the parent with whom the child lives according to the Swedish administrative 

registers. 
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the Netherlands, that the child’s age at the time of the divorce does not have any large 

influence on the intergenerational contact (de Graaf & Fokkema, 2007). On the other hand, 

some studies claim that the more time the non-residential parent spent with the child before 

the break-up, the higher the possibility of a frequent contact after the break-up. Studies have 

shown that both divorced mothers and fathers interact more with their children the later the 

divorce occurs (Kalmijn, 2012). Thus, it might not be the timing of the break-up but the time 

spent together that is of relevance. This aspect is to my knowledge not extensively explored. 

The LNU data offers good possibilities to control for the number of years that the respondent 

lived together with the mother and/or father in childhood as well as the frequency of contact 

with the non-residential parent and this will be investigated further in the main analysis. 

A more robust relationship has been established between educational degree and contact. 

Adult children with higher education have a lower frequency of contact with their parents 

than adult children with low education. One reason for this may be that highly educated 

persons also tend to live further away from their parents, as it is common to move away for 

university studies and/or to find a job (Lennartsson, 2001a; Kalmijn, 2006). However, 

Kalmijn (2006) found that individuals with higher education seem to compensate for the 

larger geographical distance and less face-to-face contact through a more frequent telephone 

contact (see also Lennartsson, 2001a about compensation of contact). Nevertheless, even after 

controlling for distance and telephone contact they still had less face-to-face contact with their 

parents than adult children with low education (Kalmijn, 2006). Regarding parents with 

higher education, research has shown that they in general tend to have more contact with their 

children compared to parents with only low levels of education. Some researchers have 

suggested that highly educated parents might more strongly obey to social norms about 

involvement in the family or they are more involved because they have more resources to 

support their children (Cooney, 1994). This, however, seems to me as slightly contradictive to 

the statement above that highly educated children have less contact with their parents, as 

education and class are known to be ‘passed on’ from one generation to the next (see, e.g., 

Erikson & Goldthorpe, 1992; Smeeding et al., 2011). In other words, highly educated parents 

would probably have highly educated children. Then if the parents have a high frequency of 

contact with their children, the children should most likely also report a high frequency of 

intergenerational contact. This does not seem to be the case, however, according to the 

previous research just referred to. In the following analyses, both the education of the parents 
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along with the education of the children will be included to examine if the contradictive 

results are present in the sample. 

Linked with education, it was found in a Swedish study (using data from the SWEOLD 

survey, an associated survey to LNU) that social class in general vaguely affects the amount 

of intergenerational contact (Lennartsson, 2001b). A significant relationship was only found 

for adults from non-manual worker class.4 Even after controlling for variables such as social 

origin and proximity, they had a lower frequency of contact with their parents than children 

from other social classes. According to this study neither social class nor social class mobility 

do seem to interfere much with intergenerational contact, it is rather the geographical mobility 

which is often linked to class and class mobility that explains differences in intergenerational 

contact (ibid.). For that reason, class will not be included in the following study.5 

When studying in-person contact it is of importance to consider the association between 

distance and contact (as discussed to some extent above). Evidently, a long distance makes it 

more difficult to have regular face-to-face contact. The question is how it affects the amount 

of total contact (including face-to-face, telephone and other communication media such as the 

internet). Some scholars claim that a long geographical distance influences the relationship 

between the child and the parents as the possibilities for spontaneous contact and instrumental 

help become fewer, and that the high opportunity to meet in-person would increase the quality 

of the relationship much more than if the contact was via telephone or mail (Szydlik, 2000:88-

89). There have been studies showing that the geographical distance tends to be larger 

between adult children and their divorced parents, than between adults from intact families 

and their parents (Lye, 1996, Lennartsson, 2001a). These differences might be due to a less 

strong relationship with the parents after a break-up due to for example conflicts and/or that 

one parent moves far away from the family home already during childhood. 

In the U.S., previous studies using national data did not find any evidence of the effect of own 

children on intergenerational contact between adults and their parents (Lye, 1996). Though, 

on European data differences have been found in the intergenerational contact frequency 

between families with children and families without children. It was shown that adults having 

                                                
4 Non-manual workers can be defined as workers within so called ‘white-collar’ occupations (SCB 1982). 

5Control models have been run including class and the results were in line with the findings made by 

Lennartsson. Class does not seem to have any strong association with intergenerational contact in 

Sweden. 



Break-up and then what? 

 

7 

 

children have a more frequent contact with their parents compared to childless adults, 

regardless if they are married or cohabiting (De Bruycker, 2008). Along these lines, living 

with a small child seems, on the whole, to have a positive influence on the intergenerational 

contact, at least in Europe. However, I have not found any studies which test if this positive 

relationship is present also after a parental divorce in childhood. 

There have been discussions about the possibility that it is not the divorce per se which 

reduces the frequency of intergenerational contact but parental conflicts prior to or during the 

divorce. Thus, it is rather a selection effect that parents who argue a lot tend to break-up and 

that conflict is the actual mechanism that affects the intergenerational contact (Albertini & 

Garriga, 2011; see also Cooney, 1994 and Cooney et al., 1995). Previous studies have shown 

that parental conflict has more negative consequences for the father-child contact than the 

mother-child contact, regardless if the parents are divorced or not (Cooney, 1994). Other 

research has shown that parental divorce affects the child in the sense of feeling loyal towards 

the parents. It produces differences in the amount of intergenerational contact among mothers 

and fathers as children tend to take side (Kalmijn, 2012). There are, to my knowledge, no 

studies concerning the potential effects of conflict in childhood between the child and the 

parents on their intergenerational contact in adulthood. This could be an important influence 

factor on the contact in adulthood, therefore both conflict between parents and conflict 

between child and parent(s), will be part of the main independent variables which are tested 

for within each dyad in the current study. 

Besides results regarding the influence of conflict between parents and the influence of gender 

there is not much data on how the intergenerational contact between adults and their parents is 

after a break-up in childhood. We know from previous research that the contact within 

divorced/separated families is different from the contact in intact families but we do not know 

a great deal about the frequency of contact within this group of adults and what influences this 

contact. Considering the findings described in this section concerning contact in general, it 

may be possible to make some assumptions about the contact within divorced/separated 

families. We have seen that remarriage can affect the contact both for mothers and for fathers. 

Thus, differences in contact among divorced/separated families might be due to if the parents 

meet new partners or not. In the following study it will be tested for if the respondent ever 

lived with a step-mother/step-father or not and if this affects the current contact. As 

mentioned earlier it has also been argued that the longer the children live with the parent 
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during childhood the better the contact in adulthood. This could also be affected by the 

frequency of contact after the divorce/separation. Accordingly, interaction (e.g., years lived 

together and/or frequency of contact with the non-residential parent) in childhood might be 

one of the central factors which explains differences in contact frequencies among and within 

divorced/separated families. It has been observed that the geographical distance tend to be 

longer between adult children and parents in divorced/separated families than the distances 

between children and parents in intact families. This, of course, makes it harder to have a 

frequent in-person contact. In addition, it can be even more time consuming for children from 

divorced families to visit both their parents as they do not (usually) live in the same 

household. If divorced/separated parents’ live far away from each other, and the child cannot 

for example visit them in the same day, it can influence their contact even more, compared to 

parents still living close to each other or intact families. In other words, distance could have 

an even stronger negative effect on contact in families that experienced a break-up. 

It is important to take into account that many of the above described study results derive from 

international studies that rely on data from other countries than Sweden, as for example the 

U.S. or the Netherlands. Due to differences in context these results cannot always be directly 

generalized to Sweden and the Swedish context. There is, for example, an ongoing discussion 

in the field of divorce studies about whether or not divorce is less of a stigma in societies 

where it is common to divorce compared to societies where it is still a rare event (see e.g. De 

Bruycker, 2008; Silverstein & Giarrusso, 2010). In a comparative study (2011) between 

countries with different divorce histories and rates, no proof was found that an increasing 

number of divorces would mitigate the negative consequences of divorce. In other words, the 

authors could not verify that the amount of divorces in a society, its ‘normalness’, would 

moderate the consequences of divorce for all its members (Albertini & Garriga, 2011). Thus, 

in the research results so far it still seems to be a lack of proof any clear decrease in 

stigmatization of divorces in countries with high divorce rates. 

There are few studies dealing with intergenerational contact and divorce/separation in 

Sweden. Lennartsson (2001a), conducted a study about intergenerational contact with focus 

on the elderly parents and their contact with their children using Statistic Sweden’s survey 

The Swedish Living Conditions Survey (ULF) from 1984-85 and 1992-93 (a survey similar to 

LNU). In this study parental divorce/separation during childhood was used as a control for 

family change. The study results confirmed the international results above, that children and 
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parents who lived apart during childhood had a less frequent contact in adulthood compared 

to the intergenerational contact frequency in intact families. 

Contextual matters – divorce and separation in 

Sweden 

The number of divorces in Sweden oscillates, since the late 1970s, around 20,000 couples per 

year (SCB, 2003: 87; SCB, 2010). For comparison, the number of marriages per year is about 

50,000 (SCB, 2011). It is common in Sweden that couples live in a cohabiting partnership. 

Many persons choose this kind of partnership instead of a marriage and not just as a form of 

pre-marriage relationships. Cohabitation has been a common relationship since the 1960s in 

Sweden (Bernhardt, 2001). However, a problem for researchers is that there is no exact data 

on the overall quantity of separations in Sweden. Until recently, there were no records over 

the cohabiting population in Sweden.6 It was only possible to keep a record of cohabiting 

parents, as their partnership could be identified from having a common child, and being 

registered at the same address. Accordingly, cohabiting parent’s separation rates are also 

known. According to Statistics Sweden (SCB), the yearly proportion of children who 

experienced a parental break-up before the age of 17 went from 2 percent during the 

beginning and middle of the 1900s to approximately 3 percent in the beginning of the 2000s 

(SCB, 2006; SCB, 2010). There is, however, a difference between married and cohabiting 

parents and the yearly number of break-ups. It is still more common that cohabitations end 

than marriages. As stated by SCB, the risk of a separation among cohabiting parents is twice 

as high as the risk of a divorce (2003 the divorce rate was 2.58 and the separation rate 5.00) 

and the risk of a break-up is even higher in so called blended families (including a 

stepparent/stepchild) (SCB, 2007:127; SCB, 2006:129). 

Other than in some legal aspects, cohabiting couples in Sweden do not differ largely in their 

daily life from married couples7 (Gähler et al., 2009). Therefore, it is also important to take 

                                                
6 A new apartment register was recently introduced in Sweden which will make it possible in the future to 

win more information on cohabitations and perform more detailed analyses on cohabitating couples (for 

more information, see Skatteverket, 2012). 

7 This might not be the case in other countries such as for example the U.S. Previous studies from USA 

suggest that children from cohabiting couples are as disadvantaged as children in single-mother families 

regarding children’s outcomes such as economic status as young adults. (McLanahan & Percheski, 2008). 
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separations into account, when performing family research on Swedish data. This will be the 

case in the following study where no distinction is made between married and cohabiting 

parents or divorced and separated parents. 

The legal context for custodial issues and the family situation after a break-up have changed 

noticeably during the last century. Up until 1950 the father had guardianship over the children 

in a marriage even though the custody was shared between the parents. This usually meant 

that the court would give the father the sole custody after a divorce. After 1950 the parents 

obtained the same rights within the marriage and since the late 1970s it has also stepwise 

become easier for non-married parents to share custody, both during and after the 

cohabitation. In addition, before the introduction of the no-fault divorce in 1974 the custody 

of the children would be assigned the parent that did not ‘cause’ the divorce, without any 

consideration for what was best for the child (Schiratzki, 2008: 67-69). In 1983, there was 

another law change, which implemented that the parents would keep joint custody of the 

children after a divorce (Ahrne & Roman, 1997: 148). As can be seen below, in the beginning 

of the 1980s most children continued to live with the mother after a divorce/separation, even 

in the case of joint custody. Still, in the case of joint custody all decisions concerning the care 

of the child must be made together with the father (ibid: 152). A short summary of the 

previous century would be that during the second half the perspective of custody and 

guardianship in the Swedish society shifted from a father oriented to a mother oriented and 

now slowly towards a more egalitarian family oriented policy. 

It is difficult to collect data on were children actually live after a split up. In Sweden, it is only 

possible to be registered at one address (Skatteverket, 2012). Even if the share of joint custody 

has grown it is still more common that children are registered at the same address as the 

mother.8 In 1990, almost 90 percent of all children with divorced/separated parents were 

registered at their mothers place and in 2009 this number was still over 80 percent (Raneke, 

2011). Regarding the contact with the non-residential parent there has been a noticeable 

change in Sweden during the last decades. In 1984-85 as many as 28 percent of all children in 

divorced/separated families did not have any contact with the non-residential parent and in 

2002-03 it was down to 13 percent of all the children from dissolved families. The number of 

children having a more frequent contact in 1984-85 was 21 percent (contact with the non-

                                                
8 So without additional survey data we can only assume that children live at the address where they are 

registered. 
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residential parent at least once a week) and in 2002-03 this amount had only increased to 26 

percent. According to these numbers, less children have no contact with the non-respondent 

parent but the main part (36 percent) still ends up in the category ‘each month or less’ or in 

the category ‘at least once every second week’ (26 percent) (SCB, 1995:22-26, 54; SCB, 

2005:21-22). However, these numbers does not include the share of children that lives 

alternately. In the middle of the 1980s, merely 1 percent of all divorced children lived 

alternately, equally much, with both their parents. Yet, in the beginning of the 2000s this 

amount went up to about 17 percent and in 2006-07 it had reached a level of 28 percent (SCB, 

2009: 21-23). As a result, if these numbers are added to the amount of children having a 

weekly contact with the non-residential parent, it becomes clear that the increase in weekly 

contact since 1980s to the beginning of the 2000s was not only approximately 5 percentage 

points but about 21 percentage points9. 

To conclude, according to the contextual matters in Sweden, we could expect that fathers in 

this sample still have less contact with their children after a break-up compared to the 

mothers. Especially if one regards that the respondents included here experienced a parental 

divorce or separation between the years 1938 and 1997. Besides, more than half of the sample 

experienced a divorce/separation before 1983 so it seems correct to assume that most 

respondents lived with the mother and that it was the father who was the non-residential 

parent. According to the statistics presented above we could also assume that most children 

from divorced/separated families in the sample did not live alternately nor have a high 

frequency of contact with their father in childhood. 

  

                                                
9 Total amount of weekly contact in 1984-85 including alternately living equals 22 percent (21+1) and in 

the beginning of the 2000s it equals 43 percent (26+17) hence, an increase of 21 percentage points. 
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Research aim 

The main conclusion of the previous section is that several studies indicate a long lasting 

disruption in the relationship and contact between children and their parents after a parental 

divorce in childhood.10 However, there seems to be a genuine lack of research dealing more 

explicitly with intergenerational contact between members of divorced/separated families. 

Except from gender differences in intergenerational contact, we do not know much about the 

long-term consequences of a divorce/separation on the intergenerational contact in adulthood 

or which mechanisms that might explain contact differences within this group. 

Consequently, the main aim of this thesis is to broaden the understanding of intergenerational 

contact between adult children and their divorced/separated parents and the importance of 

different childhood characteristics for this contact, through an explorative study on Swedish 

data. The first step is to take a closer look at the contemporary Swedish context, to see if there 

is a persisting relationship between parental divorce/separation and intergenerational contact. 

Thus, to examine if there is a divergence in the frequency of intergenerational contact within 

dissolved families compared to intact families. The findings will shed new light on the current 

Swedish situation. In addition, the results will contribute to the international research field by, 

for the first time to my knowledge, investigate the influence of conflict between the 

respondent and the parent on the intergenerational contact in adulthood, regardless of family 

type. Going from this broad exploration to a more narrow investigation, the second step is to 

turn our attention to the main purpose of this thesis, investigating intergenerational contact 

within the group that experienced a parental break-up in childhood. The second analysis adds 

new understanding of mechanisms affecting intergenerational contact within dissolved 

families. Variables controlling for a variety of childhood characteristics connected with 

divorce/separation will be included. Furthermore, it will be of special interest to study the 

influence of conflict in childhood as previous research have suggested that conflict and not 

divorce per se, reduces intergenerational contact (Albertini & Garriga, 2011; see also the 

previous section). 

                                                
10 I only refer to divorce here as most international studies reviewed to in the section of previous research 

only includes divorces and not separations between cohabitants. This is partly due to the fact that 

cohabitation is not as common as a substitute for marriage outside of the Nordic countries. However, the 

research that is performed within this paper always includes cohabiting couples and separations among 

cohabitants. 
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Data and Methods 

Data 

This study is based on data from the Swedish Level of Living Survey. The LNU survey is a 

longitudinal, social science survey that started in 1968 and has been conducted five times 

since then (1974, 1981, 1991, 2000 and 201011). Since 1974, the survey is carried out by the 

Swedish Institute for Social Research (SOFI) at Stockholm University (SOFI, 2012). LNU is 

a so called panel survey, which means that given that respondents still fulfil the participation 

criteria, i.e. the age limit (see below), they are asked to participate in each new wave of the 

survey. The original panel builds on a random sample which was drawn in 1968, of 

approximately 1/1000 individuals of the Swedish population, between 15 and 75 years of age 

(in 1991, the lower age limit was changed to 18, due to a law change). Because of the age 

limits and migration, each later wave is supplemented with young adults, who were too young 

to be included in earlier waves, and newly immigrated individuals. At each wave between 

6500 and 7400 individuals are part of the drawn sample. In this way a representative sample 

of the Swedish population is maintained in each cross-sectional wave (Gähler, 2004:322-325; 

SOFI, 2012). The LNU survey is conducted by standardized interviews that are mainly 

performed face-to-face in the respondent’s home and only to some extent over telephone.12 

The interviews are carried out by Statistics Sweden and the collected data material is then 

cleaned and administered by SOFI (Gähler, 2004:325; SOFI, 2012). 

Sample 

The sample that will be used in this thesis is based on information from the fifth LNU wave, 

conducted in 2000 (LNU2000), with a total of 5142 respondents which represents a response 

rate of 76.6 percent. Thus, the included data is cross-sectional. To decide on a unit of analysis 

when studying individual’s relationships is usually not without complexity (for a discussion, 

see Lye, 1996). For the present study the adult child was selected as unit of analysis. The 

                                                
11 Unfortunately, data from LNU 2010 was not ready for usage at the writing of this master’s thesis 

(spring 2012). 

12 In 2000, 84 percent of the interviews were conducted face-to-face and 16 percent via telephone. 
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main reason for this is that the LNU survey offers a broad picture of the respondent’s life and 

is rich on information both about the parent of the respondent and his or her children (if 

any).13 In this way, information can be used that involves three generations. Another reason 

for the choice of unit is that it makes it possible to include a large set of respondents in a wide 

age range, and it also leads to a maximization of the number of adult child-parent dyads 

included. Consequently, the initial sample covers adult children born between 1925 and 1981. 

As stated above, the original sample from LNU2000 contains 5142 respondents. However, not 

all of these cases fulfil the inclusion criteria that are set for this study. The first inclusion 

criterion is set to include only respondents that have both parents alive at the time of the 

interview. This inclusion criterion is important as it is of interest to learn about potential 

gender differences in the contact between the respondent and his or her mother and father. If 

one of the parents is deceased, this could, according to previous studies, affect the amount of 

contact with the remaining parent, in comparison to when both parents were alive (Szydlik, 

2000:199-200). Therefore, these respondents are left out of this study.14 This criterion leaves 

2393 cases in the sample. The second inclusion criterion involves the respondents’ housing 

conditions. In Sweden, it is not very common that adult children live with their parents in the 

same household (see, e.g., Malmberg & Pettersson, 2007; Fors & Lennartsson 2008; Bordone, 

2009). In addition, to include respondents that coreside with their parents might involve some 

methodological issues (Lye, 1996; Tomassini et al., 2004), for example, the question on how 

to quantify the contact between co-resident family members as these respondents did not get 

explicit questions on their frequency of contact. Thus, I have chosen not to include them in 

the sample.15 After the exclusion of respondents living with one or both parents, the sample 

includes 2149 respondents. The final inclusion criterion is set to include only respondents that 

had either lived in an intact family or experienced a parental divorce or separation during 

                                                
13 More information about the LNU-2000 questionnaire can be found at http://www.sofi.su.se/ (SOFI, 

2012) 

14  For more information about contact and support exchange patterns between adult children and 

widowed parents, see for example Albertini and Saraceno, 2008. 

15 In the main sample of LNU 2000 only 285 from 5142 respondents shared housing with one or both 

parents and the majority of them were 25 years or younger. Separate analyses have been made including 

them, coded as having contact daily. The results did not differ much from the results presented in this 

thesis. 
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childhood and whose parents have not divorced/separated after the age of 16.16 The reason 

why respondents whose parents divorced/separated after age 16 were excluded is that 

previous studies have shown that parental divorces happening in adulthood, have a different 

impact on the child-parent relationship compared to divorces in childhood (de Graaf & 

Fokkema, 2007; Kalmijn, 2012) and this issue is outside the scope of this thesis. After 

controlling for the last criterion the sample includes 1874 individuals. 

 

Table 1: Sample description 

Sample Sample size: 

Percentage of: 

Men Women 

Original sample 5142 50,6 49,4 

after inclusion criterion 1 2393 51,5 48,5 

after inclusion criterion 2 2149 50,0 50,0 

after inclusion criterion 3 1874 50,2 49,8 

 

Unfortunately, some of the variables include missing values due to for example item non-

response. To make the analyses more comparable I choose only to include respondents 

without missing values on any variable. In this way it can be set that the same individuals are 

always in the analyses and the number does not vary depending on the included variables. As 

the following analyses will be made separately for the respondent’s mother and father it is 

only necessary to completely exclude the respondents with missing values within one dyad. 

For example, if the respondent has missing values in variables relating to the mother, the 

respondent is only excluded from regressions concerning the mother and not in regressions 

which concern the father. Thus the final sample contains 1773 respondent-mother dyads and 

1742 respondent-father dyads.17   

                                                
16 The respondents that are being excluded through this criterion have on the follow-up question “Why 

not” (26b) to the question if they “Did you live together with both your natural (biological) parents during 

your whole childhood, i.e. up to the age 16?” (26a) answered one of the following categories: “3 Both 

parents deceased; 4 Father deceased; Mother deceased; 5 Lived with fosters parents; 6 Lived with 

adoptive parents”. In addition, the respondent has answered that the parents are not currently (at the 

time of the interview) married/cohabiting to/with each other. Hence, the parents are living alone or 

together with a new partner. 

17 The respondents excluded, due to missing values, mainly had missing values on the education or age of 

the parent and contained slightly more males than females. 
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Table 2: Sample description 

Sample Sample size: Male (%) Female (%) 

Sample – post-exclusion 1874 940 (50,2) 934 (49,8) 

 
Final sample intact and divorced/separated families 

without item non-response / missing values 

IP18 – mother dyads 1773 885 (49,9) 888 (50,1) 

IP – father dyads 1742 870 (49,9) 872 (50,1) 

 
Final sample divorced/separated families only 

without item non-response / missing values 

IP – mother dyads 310 156 (50,3) 154 (49,7) 

IP – father dyads 276 138 (50,0) 138 (50,0) 

 

Variables 

In the following section all the variables that are included in the analyses are presented and 

Table 3 in the end of the section gives the reader a descriptive overview of all the included 

variables. 

Dependent variable 

The dependent variable(s) consists of an index created from two contact questions that are 

used in the LNU questionnaire. The respondents are first asked how often they have face-to-

face contact with their mother and then how often they have telephone contact. The same is 

asked for the respondent’s contact with the father. The scale on which both questions are 

answered goes from 5 “Several times a week” to 1 “Never”.19 For the purpose of this thesis 

the information from these two questions, about the intergenerational contact, is merged into a 

contact index. The merging is done so that the index contains the highest value that the 

                                                
18 ‘IP’ is used as abbreviation for the ‘interviewed person’. 

19 The exact formulations of the questions are: How often do you usually see your mother/father? and 

How often do you usually talk to your mother/father on the telephone? The answer categories for both 

questions are: 1 Several times a week; 2 About once a week; 3 1-3 times a month; 4 Less often and 5 

Never. However, to make the interpretation more logical, the scale was turned for the usage in this thesis. 

Hence, more contact is indicated with a high number on the scale. This does not have any influence on 

the result. 
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respondent has on either one of these two questions. In this way, the two different contact 

forms are supplementing each other and the index reflects the frequency of the overall 

intergenerational contact. Additionally, the index is not sensitive to geographical distance as 

face-to-face and telephone contact is given the same weight. This ‘contact index’, created for 

mothers and fathers separately, will be used as the dependent variable in all the following 

regressions. 

Many previous studies on intergenerational contact use only one of these types of contact 

measures in their analyses and the most common one is the frequency of face-to-face contact 

(see, e.g., Lennartsson, 2001a and 2001b). There are arguments for and against the use of a 

merged contact variable containing both face-to-face and telephone contact. First of all, the 

index consists of two different forms of contact, direct in-person contact and contact through a 

communication medium. The two interview questions do not measure the same kind of social 

interaction and therefore it can be argued that they should not be added together. In a study 

from 1989, Frankel and DeWit argued that combining different types of contact indicators in 

an index could lead to several methodological problems and could also result in misleading 

findings. For example, they reasoned that distance can have different effects on contact 

depending on the type of contact. A long distance may have a negative influence on face-to-

face contact and in the same time have a positive influence on telephone contact or mail 

correspondence, and vice versa. Thus, according to Frankel and DeWit combining this 

information may lead to misleading results compared to using them as two variables. Despite 

their theories, their own study results showed that distance is negatively associated with both 

telephone and face-to-face contact (ibid.). Accordingly, the effect of distance might not be a 

valid reason not to join them in an index. Sweden is a relatively large country, with a distance 

of approximately 1900 km between the most northern city and the most southern city 

(maps.google.se, 2012-04-14), and has a high level of geographical mobility due to (recent) 

years of urbanization (Fors & Lennartsson, 2008). Large distances between two generations 

within a family are not uncommon and in-person contact could involve long distance travel. 

Yet, children living far away from parents are not prevented from having a very frequent 

contact anymore. In recent years it has become easier and among all cheaper to communicate 

via telephone and other media. It has been debated whether a telephone call is as important for 

the maintenance of a high quality relationship as an in-person meeting is (see, e.g., Szydlik, 

2000). I think quality of a relationship has much deeper roots than the type of contact used. 

However, it is not my intention to study relationship quality. In addition, it is not possible to 
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measure neither the length nor the substance of the different contacts which are asked for in 

the LNU- questionnaires. In this way, the use of a contact index may serve as a general 

indicator of relationship maintenance regardless of the type of contact (see, e.g., Albertini & 

Saraceno, 2008, for a study using a similar contact variable). Some previous studies have used 

joint information on contact, including Albertini and Saraceno (2008), and Bordone (2009). I 

will follow their example and use the scale of total contact to see if this might help to gain a 

broader picture of the intergenerational contact in the current society.20 

Independent variables 

The main interest of this study lies in investigating the long-term relationship between 

divorce/separation in childhood and intergenerational contact in adulthood and the influence 

of different childhood characteristics on this relationship. Accordingly, in the first analysis the 

independent variable ‘Divorced/separated parents’  is used. This variable is coded as a 

dummy, where 1 stands for all the respondents that have parents that divorced/separated 

during childhood and 0 for those with parents that are still married/cohabiting. The data do 

not allow for separate analysis for married versus cohabiting parents nor for divorced versus 

separated parents. Nonetheless, according to previous Swedish studies (see above) married 

couples and cohabiting couples do not differ in their daily life, hence, it should not be a 

serious problem to have them in the same category. As noted, to avoid the risk of not being 

able to separate long-term and short-term consequences, I have chosen not to include 

respondents with parents that divorced/separated after the respondent turned 16 (i.e. left 

childhood), as we cannot distinguish when it happened. 

Distance is the second independent variable that is part of the analyses. The variable for 

distance is divided into six different dummies, the reference category being ‘mother (father) 

lives within 5 km’. The other five categories are: ‘lives within 6-15 km’, ‘lives within 16-50 

km’, ‘lives within 51-200 km’, ‘lives within 201-500 km’, and ‘lives further than 501 km 

                                                
20 I have conducted robustness checks by performing analyses separately for the face-to-face and the 

telephone contact variable (analyses not shown). The results are similar to those for the joint variable. 

According to the direction of the effects which are the same independent of the contact variable in use, 

nothing speaks against merging face-to-face contact and telephone contact into an index. Rather the 

separate analyses underline the relevance of not ignoring telephone contact when observing total contact 

as there are significant differences in contact associated with e.g. education and age compared to face-to-

face contact (also see Lennartsson, 2001a). 
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away or abroad’.21 Additionally, three independent variables are added controlling for the 

presence of conflict in the family during childhood. The three conflict variables are: ‘conflict 

between IP and mother’, ‘ conflict between IP and father’, ‘ conflict between mother and 

father’. Later, by the interpretation of the results, it is important to keep in mind that the 

reports about conflict in childhood are all subjective answers made by the respondent in 

adulthood. They are all coded as dummies, 1 for Yes and 0 for No. In the second analysis, 

when only the respondents with parents that divorced/separated in childhood are included, 

further independent variables are added concerning the childhood. First, a variable is added 

that controls for the number of years the respondent lived together with the mother (or father) 

between the age of 0 and 16 (‘number of years lived with mother’ (or father)). This 

variable does not indicate when the divorce/separation occurred but it is a numeric variable 

and includes all the years that the respondent reported living together with the parent in 

question, regardless of when the divorce/separation took place. Secondly, a variable is 

included which indicates if the respondent ever ‘lived with a step-mother’ (or step-father) 

during childhood (coded 1=Yes and 0=No). There is also a dummy included for ‘economic 

hardship’  for the family during childhood (also a subjective answer from the respondent, 

coded 1=Yes and 0=No). The final independent variable that is included is a variable for the 

‘frequency of contact with the non-resident parent’ during childhood. This variable is 

coded like the main contact variables used for the index (see the scale above) ranging from 5 

“Several times a week” to 1 “Never”. In addition, it should be kept in mind that the non-

resident parent, in this data, will on almost all cases be the father (see the ‘contextual matters’ 

section above) and should be interpreted accordingly. 

Control variables 

In addition, a set of control variables was included in the analyses. All of these control 

variables are selected based on results from previous studies (see the section ‘Literature 

review’). The control variables which are part of the following regressions are personal 

characteristics for both the respondent and the respondent’s parents. For the parents, I control 

if the mother/father has a ‘higher education’ or not. Higher education is here defined as 

having a university degree or more (dummy coded 1=Yes and 0=No). I include this variable to 

                                                
21 I decided to include parents which live abroad as I believe that it might be as inconvenient (or not) to 

have in-person or telephone contact with someone that lives more than 500 km away in the same country 

as someone that lives outside of the country borders. 
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investigate if the contradicting relationship between the child’s education and the parent’s 

education, which was found in the literature, exists here too. For the main respondent, it will 

be controlled for higher education as well and a continuous variable is included with the age 

in number of years (‘age’). There are studies showing that in general, when the child ages, the 

intergenerational contact declines (Cooney, 1994). It is of interest to see if this is also the case 

in this study and if it is true also among dissolved families. A control is also included for 

potential curve-linearity in the age variable. This is done by using the square of age (‘age2’). 

The influence of age could for example be curvilinear due to a higher contact frequency if the 

respondent has small children living at home, if the parents are old and in the need of more 

support or it might be less frequent during years where the respondent has no small children 

living at home and the parents are still healthy. Finally, it will be controlled for if the 

respondent has an own child under the age of 10 living in the same household (‘small child at 

home’ coded: 1=Yes, 0=No). 22  This variable is expected to have an influence on the 

intergenerational contact on the whole (hence, not affected by the family status in childhood), 

as having a young child might increase the need of help and in the same time increase the 

incentives for the (grand) parents to visit.  

                                                
22 The age limit is based on the available information in the LNU 2000 dataset, i.e. variable X160. 
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Table 3: Descriptive data on the included variables 

Variables 
Mother Father 

Proportion / Mean 
value (s.d.) 

N: Proportion / 
Mean value (s.d.) 

N: 

Contact index: 

full sample 

 

4.38 (0.800) 

 

1773 

 

4.05 (0.979) 

 

1742 

parental split up 4.27 (0.954) 310 3.32 (1.229) 276 

Divorced/separated parents 0.18 (0.383) 1773 0.16 (0,371) 1742 

Mother / Father lives within 5 km (ref.) 0.37 (0.482) 1773 0.35 (0.476) 1742 

lives within 6-15 km 0.15 (0.359) 1773 0.15 (0.360) 1742 

lives within 16-50 km 0.16 (0.363) 1773 0.16 (0.368) 1742 

lives within 51-200 km 0.14 (0.352) 1773 0.14 (0.351) 1742 

lives within 201-500 km 0.09 (0.284) 1773 0.09 (0.293) 1742 

lives further than 500 km away or 
abroad 

0.09 (0.287) 1773 0.10 (0.300) 1742 

Childhood characteristics:    1742 

Conflict 

between IP and mother 

 

0.02 (0.145) 

 

1773 

 

0.02 (0.142) 

 

1742 

between IP and father 0.02 (0.139) 1773 0.02 (0.132) 1742 

between mother and father 0.08 (0.275) 1773 0.08 (0.270) 1742 

Number of years lived with 
mother / father 

14.83 (2.969) 310 8.34 (5,298) 276 

Lived with step-father/step-mother 0.42 (0.494) 310 0.07 (0.260) 276 

Economic hardship – childhood 0.10 (0.296) 1773 0.09 (0.293) 1742 

Frequency of contact with the non-
resident parent 

2.91 (1.246) 310 3.02 (1.213) 276 

Mother / Father characteristics:     

Higher education 0.16 (0.364) 1773 0.18 (0.386) 1742 

Respondent characteristics:     

Female 0.50 (0.500) 1773 0.50 (0,500) 1742 

Age 34.62 (9.408) 1773 34.71 (9.380) 1742 

Age2 1286.84 (702.135) 1773 1291.77 (700.940) 1742 

Higher education 0.15 (0.360) 1773 0.16 (0.365) 1742 

Small child at home 0.37 (0.482) 1773 0.37 (0.483) 1742 

Note: Standard deviation (s.d.) 
 

Descriptive data of the included variables 

The full sample that I am using contains 1773 IP-mother dyads and 1742 IP-father dyads (see 

Table 3). The main independent variable, ‘divorced/separated’ used in the first analysis 

contains the respondents which experienced a divorce or separation in childhood, in the IP-

mother dyad this represents 18 percent of the respondents and in the IP-father dyads it is 16 
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percent. These respondents also form the subsamples used in the second step of my analyses. 

Regarding the distance variables we can observe that, overall, more than 50 percent of the 

respondents live within 15 km from the mother and the same is true for distance to the 

father.23 Among the variables controlling for childhood events/characteristics it is striking that 

very few respondents reported conflicts in childhood. Only about 2 percent of the respondents 

report a conflict with the mother/father in childhood and 8 percent that the parents had 

conflicts with each other. It is also uncommon that respondents report having lived with a 

step-mother and in the same time it is quite common that respondents reported that they lived 

with a step-father. The reason for this is most probably that it was much more common among 

these cohorts to live with the mother after a break-up, thus, they did not have the opportunity 

to live with a step-mother. In accordance with what was reported in the section about the 

Swedish context, we can see that also in this sample the most common frequency of meeting 

the non-residential parent in childhood is ‘1-3 times a month’, as the average is about 3 on the 

scale. The slight differences in percentage which can be seen in personal characteristics 

between the IP-mother and the IP-father sample are only due to the small number of missings 

in the IP-father sample. Accordingly, 50 percent of the respondents are females, the mean age 

is about 35 years with a minimum of 19 and a maximum of 62 (not shown in Table 3), around 

15 percent of the respondents have a university degree, almost 40 percent of the sample has 

small child/children living in the household and finally, 39 percent of the respondents belongs 

to the higher social class (high non-manual). 

Methods 

The following analyses will be performed using ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions24 

that will mostly include multiple independent/control variables. The OLS technique is a 

straightforward and robust linear regression technique that is often used in the social science 

to investigate the relationship between a dependent and one or many independent variables 

(Allison, 1999: 3-6; Edling & Hedström, 2003: 87). The aim with linear regressions is to 

                                                
23 The same is also true for the subsample of those experiencing a divorce, these cross tabulations are not 

reported in the thesis. 

24 Robustness check has been made using different coding of the dependent variable such as a dummy 

code for contact more or equals once a week (based on the index) or having the dependent variable 

coded as the highest value of one of the questions. These tests have both been run using OLS and logistic 

regressions. The results were by and large not much different from the performed OLS regressions. 
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describe the relationship between the included variables using a straight line. The OLS 

regression aims at predicting a regression line, which involves the smallest sum of the squared 

differences between the observed dependent value in the sample and its predicted value in the 

regression (Edling & Hedström, 2003: 88-93). The equation for a multiple OLS regression is 

as follows: 

� � � � ���� � ���� � 	 � �
�
 � ��  �1�25 

 

In short, y stands for the dependent variable, x is used to signify the independent/control 

variables, e is the residual term for the difference in the observed and the predicted y-values 

and i specifies that the value stands for a certain participant (k is illustrating that the equation 

goes on until the k:th number of covariates). The a and b are both coefficients where a is a 

constant and indicates the value of y if all the x equals 0 and if the e is not added, the b gives 

us the slope of the regression line. Consequently, if x changes with one unit, the value of the 

b-coefficient shows the direction and the size of the change in the dependent variable (y). In a 

multiple regression it is important to note that this is only true if all the other variables in the 

regression are held constant. (ibid: 88-102). 

There are, however, some limitations involved in the choice of using OLS regression for this 

study. The best case of using a linear regression is when the dependent variable is coded on an 

interval scale, a so called continuous variable. The dependent variables that are used in this 

study are not coded on an interval scale but on an ordinal scale. The scale points on an ordinal 

scale has a logical order, as for example About once a week is logically more than 1-3 times a 

month but in the same time less than Several times a week etcetera. However, it is actually not 

known how much they differ from each other. Nevertheless, it is quite common in social 

science to use linear regressions even if the dependent variable is ordinal, if it can be assumed 

that the variable is of a continuous nature. In this study, the answers on the contact questions 

can be transformed into a continuous scale, ranging from 0 days a year to 365 days a year. 

When interpreting the results from the linear regressions in the following section, some 

additional terms will be used in addition to the regression constant (a) and the b-coefficient, 

such as the R2 value, the p value and the standard error (s.e.). R2 is the sign used for the 

coefficient of determination. This value tells us how much of the variation in the dependent 

                                                
25 Edling & Hedström, 2003, p. 96. 
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variable that the regression explains compared to if we would only use the mean of the 

dependent variable (Allison, 1999: 13-14; Field, 2009: 211-212). The p value stands for the 

probability to calculate a coefficient value equal or larger to the one which was given in the 

OLS regression if the real coefficient value is zero in the population, in other words, that there 

is in fact no relationship between that specific x and the dependent variable in the population. 

A p value of 0.05 can be read as a 5 percent chance to get this value in the regression although 

it is equal to zero in the population (Allison, 1999: 15-16, 26). The standard error shows how 

much a certain b-coefficient could differ among different samples drawn from the same 

population. Thus, a small standard error would indicate that the values of the b-coefficients 

are very similar across the samples and the value gained in the regression is a good estimate 

(Field, 2009: 204). 

To be able to draw accurate conclusions from the linear regressions that are true for the whole 

population there are some assumptions that have to be met. Among others the assumption 

should be met that there is a linear relationship between the dependent and the independent 

variables. Secondly, there should not be any multicollinearity among the independent/control 

variables, meaning that they are not allowed to correlate too highly. Neither should they 

correlate with any variable that is not included in the model. If they do, it means that some 

important factor is not part of the regression and the results become uncertain. Another 

important assumption is that the residual terms should have an equal variance at each level of 

the independent/control variables, so called homoscedasticity (Field, 2009: 220-221). All the 

statistical calculations have been performed using the statistical software program SPSS 20. In 

SPSS there are several options that can be used to control if the linear regression assumptions 

have been met. The results of these tests have been controlled and in the final model none of 

them are violated to any large extent. They will, however, not be presented in this thesis due 

to space limitations. 
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Results 

Descriptive statistics of the dependent variable 

The dependent variable is, as mentioned, an index created from two variables, namely face-to-

face and telephone contact. Below in Figure 1 and Figure 2 the distribution of the independent 

variable is displayed for each dyad and family type. The distribution is as expected from the 

review of previous studies, in almost all the dyads. The intergenerational contact within the 

dyads is negatively affected by parental divorce/separation, apart from the mother-daughter 

dyad, which on average seems to be positively affected by a parental divorce/separation in 

childhood. To speculate about possible reasons for this, at this point, is not meaningful but it 

is an interesting result as it is such a contrast to the expectations. There are also other 

noticeable gender differences to be observed. As expected, mothers have on average more 

frequent contact with their children compared with fathers even in intact families (also see 

Table 3). Moreover, fathers and sons have a more frequent contact than fathers and daughters, 

regardless of family type. This is not fully in line with theories about the female as kinkeeper. 

Dissolved families are observed to have a higher diversity in their contact compared with 

intact families. This was also established in Table 3 where it is observable that they have 

larger standard deviations than intact families. Apart from the plain description of the contact 

frequency in relation to the variables family type and sex, we cannot draw any conclusions 

from these first tables. Thus, to test if divorce/separation still influences the intergenerational 

contact after controlling for other factors such as distance, age or education, multiple analyses 

will be performed using multiple linear regressions. 

  



 

Figure 1: Contact index distribution 

Source: Own calculations 
 

Figure 2: Contact index distribution 

Source: Own calculations  
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Parental divorce and adult intergenerational 

contact 

To test if there is a difference in the intergenerational contact frequency among intact and 

divorced/separated families in Sweden, all the respondents from the final sample are included 

in the first analyses. In Table 4 and 5, (and 6-7) the results are presented for mothers and 

fathers respectively and each table is divided in two sections, for daughters and sons 

separately. The first model (in Table 4 and 5) only contains the dependent and the 

independent variables, to test if there is a relationship. The dependent variable is, as described 

in the method section, the index of total contact for mothers and fathers, respectively. Then 

stepwise more independent/control variables are included to see if the relationship in model 1 

is stable after controlling for other factors. In the interpretations that follow I refer to four 

different dyads, namely mother-daughter, mother-son (Table 4 and later in Table 6), father-

daughter and father-son (see Table 5 and later in Table 7). Additionally, all the following 

interpretations of the coefficients are true only if the effects of all other included variables in 

the model are held constant. 

In Model 1 (Table 4 and 5), where only the independent variable divorced/separated parents is 

included, we find that a parental divorce/separation in childhood negatively affects the 

intergenerational contact in almost all dyads. Only the contact between mothers and daughters 

is not significantly affected by the divorce/separation. According to the values of the 

coefficients, it seems like divorce/separation has a larger influence on the contact with fathers, 

for both daughters and sons, compared to the contact with mothers. Children to 

divorced/separated fathers have on average 0.8-0.9 scale points less frequent contact with 

their fathers than children from intact families. The contact between mothers and sons is on 

average 0.2 scale points less in divorced/separated families compared to intact families. 

Turning to Model 2, by adding the independent variables for distances the influence of 

divorce/separation only changes slightly. The contact mother/daughter does not become 

significant on the 5 percent level but the negative association becomes somewhat stronger. In 

all the other dyads the strength of the negative influence of divorce/separation sinks slightly, 

hence, distance explains some of the variance in contact between divorced/separated and 

intact families. However, the explained variance, the R2, rose for all dyads and between 25 

and 15 percent of the variance is explained by the included variables. All the included 
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distance categories have, compared to the reference category (‘mother/father lives within 5 

km’), a significant26 negative association on the contact between the respondent and the 

mother/father. The longer the distance, the larger the negative relationship seems to be 

compared to the reference category. For example, on average children who live further than 

500 km away or abroad, have almost 1 scale points less frequent contact with their mothers 

and fathers than children living within 5 km. In the third model, the three dummies which 

control for the presence of conflicts and a dummy controlling for economic hardship are 

added. Within all dyads there are no large changes of coefficients for the variables which 

were already included in Model 2. The most notable change is in the divorce/separation 

coefficients which again became somewhat less strong. Still, the relationship between 

intergenerational contact and divorce/separation, in the dyad mother-daughter, is not 

significant (and has changed the direction). We turn our attention to the newly included 

variables, presence of conflict in childhood. When interpreting these variables, it is important 

to bear in mind that only very few respondents reported any type of conflict in the childhood 

(see Table 3 above). Yet, among some of the variables we observe significant influences even 

in this small sample. Conflict between the daughter and the mother has a significant negative 

relationship for the contact between them, when the child is an adult. Also the presence of 

conflict between the parents during childhood has a negative influence on the current 

intergenerational contact in this dyad. If the daughter, however, had conflict with the father, 

the contact in adulthood with the mother is positively affected. The contact between sons and 

mothers is only significantly affected by conflict between the son and the mother in 

childhood, as for daughters the effect is negative. Accordingly, they had on average 0.7 scale 

points less frequent contact with the mother compared to sons that did not report conflict. 

Additionally, the other two conflict variables have the same direction as for daughters but 

they are not significant. For fathers the intergenerational contact between fathers and 

daughters is only significantly affected by conflict between the parents in childhood. Hence, if 

the respondent report that conflict were present between the father and the mother, the 

respondent has less contact with the father in adulthood compared to respondents that did not 

report this. According to the same model (3), the contact between fathers and sons is only 

significantly affected by conflict that occurred between the respondent and the father. The 

sons which reported these conflicts had less contact with the father in adulthood. Similar to 

                                                
26 The dyad father-daughter is significant only on the 10 percent level. 
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the results for mothers, it has a positive influence on the intergenerational contact with the 

father if the respondent had a conflict with the mother. It must, though, be kept in mind that 

the respondent has reported the presence of conflicts retroactive and it is not really possible to 

be sure about the causal order of conflict and contact in this case. This can of course also be 

true for the variable economic hardship. Nevertheless, it can be observed that economic 

hardship in childhood has a negative influence on the intergenerational contact in all dyads, 

yet not significant in the mother-son dyad and the mother-daughter dyad only on the 10 

percent level. 

In the final model (4), control variables for personal characteristics such as age and education, 

were included. This inclusion did barely involve any changes in the significance of the 

variables that were just described in Model 3, except for one distance and one conflict 

variable in the mother-daughter dyad and the effect of economic hardship in the father-

daughter and mother-son dyad. The new model did, though, result in a rise in the influence of 

the divorce/separation coefficient on the intergenerational contact, meaning that even after 

controlling for distance, childhood characteristics and personal characteristics, the negative 

influence of parental divorce/separation is still present for all dyads except between daughters 

and mothers, where the coefficient still is not significant. As has been mentioned before, the 

lack of significance can be due to the relatively small sample size but in this case I believe 

that there is in fact no relationship between parental divorce/separation and intergenerational 

contact, partly because the other dyads have significant coefficients with about the same 

number of respondents and partly because the results are in line with previous research, that 

mothers are less affected by divorce with regards to contact. The coefficients of all distance 

variables became somewhat less negative. From the five variables that were included in the 

last model only few have a significant influence in some of the dyads. In addition to the 

variables which were already included in Model 3 (and which are still significant), the contact 

between mothers and daughters is positively affected if the mother has a higher education. We 

can also see that the daughter’s age has a influence on the contact. There is a negative 

relationship, hence, the older the daughter gets the lower the frequency of contact and the age 

squared does not have a significant effect (on the 5 percent level). The results are the same 

regarding the effect of higher education and age on the father-daughter contact. For sons the 

contact with both the mother and the father is only significantly affected by the presence of a 

small child in the household, which has a positive influence on the contact. The main 

conclusion from these analyses is that there is a significant and negative relationship between 
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a parental divorce/separation in childhood and the intergenerational contact in adulthood for 

all dyads except for the mother-daughter dyad. It was also shown that child-parent conflict 

during respondent’s childhood has significant associations with the intergenerational contact 

in adulthood. 
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Table 4: Multiple regression models, dependent variable “Contact index mother” 

IP – Mother 
Daughter (IP) Son (IP) 

Model 1a: Model 2: Model 3: Model 4: Model 1: Model 2: Model 3: Model 4: 
 b (s.e.) b (s.e.) b (s.e.) b (s.e.) b (s.e.) b (s.e.) b (s.e.) b (s.e.) 
Divorced/separated parents (1=yes) -0.063 

(0.066) 
-0.119+ 

(0.062) 
0.006 
(0.066) 

-0.037 
(0.067) 

-0.246*** 
(0.072) 

-0.213*** 
(0.066) 

-0.159* 
(0.070) 

-0.209** 
(0.070) 

Mother lives within 5 km (ref.)         
lives within 6-15 km  -0.131+ 

(0.072) 
-0.139* 
(0.071) 

-0.121+ 
(0.070) 

 -0.265*** 
(0.077) 

-0.249*** 
(0.077) 

-0.197** 
(0.076) 

lives within 16-50 km  -0.200** 
(0.073) 

-0.203** 
(0.072) 

-0.173* 
(0.071) 

 -0.405*** 
(0.075) 

-0.408*** 
(0.074) 

-0.378*** 
(0.073) 

lives within 51-200 km  -0.255*** 
(0.072) 

-0.244*** 
(0.072) 

-0.233*** 
 (0.072) 

 -0.656*** 
(0.079) 

-0.668*** 
(0.079) 

-0.629*** 
(0.078) 

lives within 201-500 km  -0.547*** 
(0.086) 

-0.537*** 
(0.085) 

-0.495*** 
(0.086) 

 -0.751*** 
(0.098) 

-0.729*** 
(0.097) 

-0.695*** 
(0.097) 

lives further than 500 km 
away or abroad 

 -0.963*** 
(0.085) 

-0.939*** 
(0.085) 

-0.910*** 
(0.086) 

 -1.041*** 
(0.096) 

-1.012*** 
(0.097) 

-0.989*** 
(0.097) 

Childhood characteristics:         
Conflict: 

between IP and mother 
  -0.622*** 

(0.160) 
-0.634*** 
(0.158) 

  -0.745** 
(0.243) 

-0.760** 
(0.239) 

between IP and father   0.398* 
(0.185) 

0.328+ 

(0.183) 
  0.056 

(0.205) 
0.004 
(0.202) 

between mother and father   -0.226* 
(0.091) 

-0.187* 
(0.090) 

  -0.079 
(0.101) 

-0.063 
(0.100) 

Economic hardship – 
childhood (1=Yes) 

  -0.151+ 
(0.078) 

-0.131+ 
(0.077) 

  -0.152 
(0.093) 

-0.154+ 
(0.092) 

Mother characteristics:         
Higher education (1=yes)    0.134* 

(0.067) 
   -0.100 

(0.074) 
Respondent characteristics:         

Age    -0.047* 
(0.020) 

   -0.037+ 
(0.021) 

Age2    0.001+ 
(0.000) 

   0.000 
(0.000) 

Higher education (1=yes)    -0.042 
(0.068) 

   0.042 
(0.073) 

Small child at home    0.077 
(0.053) 

   0.155** 
(0.060) 

R2 0.001 0.145 0.173 0.198 0.013 0.181 0.195 0.228 
Constant 4.503 4.749 4.770 5.682 4.304 4.641 4.654 5.520 
n 888 888 888 888 885 885 885 885 
Significant levels: *** p ≤0.001, ** p ≤0.01, *significant ≤0.05, + significant (≤0.1) Notes: Values within parentheses = standard error; a = model not significant  
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Table 5: Multiple regression models, dependent variable “Contact index father” 

IP – Father 
Daughter (IP) Son (IP) 

Model 1: Model 2: Model 3: Model 4: Model 1: Model 2: Model 3: Model 4: 
 b (s.e.) b (s.e.) b (s.e.) b (s.e.) b (s.e.) b (s.e.) b (s.e.) b (s.e.) 
Divorced/separated parents (1=yes) -0.932*** 

(0.085) 
-0.877*** 
(0.079) 

-0.727*** 
(0.085) 

 -0.767*** 
(0.086) 

-0.818*** 
(0.083) 

-0.712*** 
(0.077) 

-0.674*** 
(0.081) 

-0.718*** 
(0.081) 

Father lives within 5 km (ref.)         
lives within 6-15 km  -0.295*** 

(0.091) 
-0.289*** 
(0.090) 

-0.262** 
(0.089) 

 -0.391*** 
(0.086) 

-0.374*** 
(0.086) 

-0.334*** 
(0.085) 

lives within 16-50 km  -0.468*** 
(0.090) 

-0.466*** 
(0.089) 

-0.425*** 
(0.089) 

 -0.371*** 
(0.084) 

-0.374*** 
(0.086) 

-0.335*** 
(0.083) 

lives within 51-200 km  -0.545*** 
(0.093) 

-0.535*** 
(0.092) 

-0.515*** 
(0.092) 

 -0.710*** 
(0.088) 

-0.706*** 
(0.087) 

-0.657*** 
(0.087) 

lives within 201-500 km  -0.757*** 
(0.103) 

-0.732*** 
(0.102) 

-0.683*** 
(0.105) 

 -0.879*** 
(0.111) 

-0.876*** 
(0.110) 

-0.802*** 
(0.112) 

lives further than 500 km 
away or abroad 

 -1.140*** 
(0.104) 

-1.120*** 
(0.103) 

-1.073*** 
(0.105) 

 -1.146*** 
(0.104) 

-1.092*** 
(0.105) 

-1.034*** 
(0.107) 

Childhood characteristics:         
Conflict 

between IP and mother 
  -0.157 

(0.215) 
-0.179 
(0.213) 

  0.343 
(0.256) 

0.350 
(0.253) 

between IP and father   0.035 
(0.255) 

-0.045 
(0.254) 

  -0.709** 
(0.234) 

-0.738*** 
(0.231) 

between mother and 
father 

  -0.447*** 
(0.116) 

-0.417*** 
(0.115) 

  -0.038 
(0.113) 

-0.019 
(0.112) 

Economic hardship – 
childhood (1=Yes) 

  -0.201* 

(0.098) 
-0.184+ 
(0.097) 

  -0.289** 
(0.104) 

-0.288** 
(0.104) 

Father characteristic:         
Higher education (1=yes)    0.180* 

(0.080) 
   -0.068 

(0.076) 
Respondent characteristics:         

Age   
 

 -0.052* 
(0.026) 

   -0.046+ 

(0.024) 
Age2   

 
 0.001 

(0.000) 
   0.000 

(0.000) 
Higher education (1=yes)    -0.073 

(0.085) 
   -0.116 

(0.081) 
Small child at home    0.090 

(0.067) 
   0.237*** 

(0.067) 
R2 0.121 0.250 0.270 0.289 0.099 0.253 0.269 0.294 
Constant 4.187 4.585 4.614 5.609 4.198 4.576 4.596 5.532 
n 872 872 872 872 870 870 870 870 
Significant levels: *** p ≤0.001, ** p ≤0.01, *significant ≤0.05, + significant (≤0.1) Notes: Values within parentheses = standard error 
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Intergenerational contact within 

divorced/separated families 

In the following tables (6 and 7) the results from in-depth investigations of the 

intergenerational contact between children and their parents that divorced/separated during 

childhood are presented. Here it is of interest to see how or if the included variables influence 

the intergenerational contact in the family, for example, if differences in childhood 

characteristics can explain the variance in contact within divorced/separated families. As in 

the previous analyses, the variables are included stepwise, starting with the distance variables. 

The regressions for models 1 to 3 include 154 mother-daughter, 156 mother-son, 138 father-

daughter and 138 father-son dyads. Apart from all the variables that were included in the 

previous models more childhood characteristics are integrated here, such as the number of 

years that the respondent lived together with the mother/father, if the respondent ever lived 

with a step-father/step-mother and the frequency of contact with the non-residential parent 

during childhood. 

According to Model 1 (Table 6 and 7), we again find a negative relationship between the 

distance variables and intergenerational contact although in this model several of the included 

distance variables did not become significant. Additionally, in comparison with the previous 

models it is observed that the effects are not always larger the lager the distance between the 

family members. The explained variance (R2) varies between 8 and 16 percent. In the second 

model, which also contains control variables for conflict and the new controls for childhood 

characteristics, the distance coefficients stay much the same for all dyads except for some 

changes in significance. Few of the included childhood characteristic variables are significant, 

however. If we turn to the coefficients of the conflict variables we see that the presence of a 

conflict between the daughter and the mother in childhood has a strong negative influence on 

the intergenerational contact in adulthood. A negative influence is also observable by the 

coefficient for conflict between the two parents. However, if the daughter had conflict with 

the father, the effect on the contact with the mother is positive. Then again, the significance of 

the two last coefficients is not reaching the 5 percent level. The contact between mothers and 

sons is affected by conflicts the same way as in the previous analysis. It is only the conflict 

between the mother and the son that has a significant relationship (which is negative) to the 
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intergenerational contact in this dyad. Consequently, sons who had conflict with the mother 

during childhood have on average ca. 1.4 scale points less frequent contact with their mothers, 

compared to sons that did not have a conflict with the mother in childhood. When it comes to 

the contact between daughters and their fathers, it seems only to be affected by conflicts 

between the parents in childhood. Interestingly, the only significant variable from the conflict 

variables in Model 2 for fathers and sons, is the presence of conflict between the son and the 

mother. It seems to have a strong positive association with the intergenerational contact 

between father and son in adulthood. For sons we can also see that living with a step-mother 

has a positive influence on the contact with the father. This is in accordance with previous 

studies and the kinkeeper effect that regardless if the father lives with the biological mother or 

a new partner it has a positive effect on the contact with the children. Interestingly, the 

association seems to be neither as strong nor as significant for the contact with the daughter. 

There is also a notable positive relation between the frequency of contact between the 

respondent and the non-residential parent in childhood and the current contact with the father. 

As we can assume that the non-residential parent in most cases was the father it is not 

astonishing that the variable does not significantly affect the contact with the mother. 

Nonetheless, the positive relationship between a high frequency of contact in the childhood 

and the current intergenerational contact is consistent with previous study results (see 

Kalmijn, 2012). Only the number of years that sons lived with their mother during childhood 

has a significant association with their contact in adulthood. 

In the final model (3), which includes all the individual control variables, the explained 

variance for the different dyads rises slightly to 21.6 percent for the mother-daughter dyad, 

26.9 percent for mother-son, 28.1 percent for father-daughter and 31.8 percent for the father-

son dyad. Comparing to the first model in Table 6 and 7, the increase in explained variance is 

about the same for both the parent-daughter dyads (approximately 14 percentage points). The 

largest change for male respondents is in the dyad father-sons which increased with 15 

percentage points. Not much happens with the distance variables or the childhood 

characteristic variables by including the personal characteristics apart from some of them 

losing their significant affect. In addition, few of the personal characteristics have a 

significant relationship with the intergenerational contact, in any of the dyads. There is in fact 

no significant influence from any of the newly included variables in the mother dyads except 

from the age of the sons which has a negative influence on the intergenerational contact with 

the mother. If we turn our attention to the father dyads it is noticeable that it is only in the 



Break-up and then what? 

 

35 

 

father-son dyad where we find some significant relationships among the newly included 

variables in Model 3. It is interesting to see that the coefficient for the age and age2 of the 

respondent became significant. There is a negative relationship between the age of the son and 

the frequency of the contact with the father but it seems to be a non-linear relationship as also 

age2 is significant. The last variable which has a significant result in this model is the presence 

of a small child in the household. Sons with a small child living in the household has on 

average 0.6 scale points more contact with their fathers compared to sons not living with a 

small child.  

Table 6: Divorced/separated mothers - multiple regression models, dependent variable 
‘Contact index mother’ 

IP – Mother 
Daughter (IP) Son (IP) 

Model 1: Model 2: Model 3: Model 1: Model 2: Model 3: 
 b (s.e.) b (s.e.) b (s.e.) b (s.e.) b (s.e.) b (s.e.) 
Mother lives within 5 km (ref.)       

lives within 6-15 km -0.078 
(0.201) 

-0.103 

(0.204) 
0.007 

(0.207) 
-0.509* 
(0.248) 

-0.350 
(0.259) 

-0.244 
(0.261) 

lives within 16-50 km -0.337 
(0.211) 

-0.458* 
(0.209) 

-0.342 
(0.215) 

-0.473* 
(0.220) 

-0.417+ 
(0.227) 

-0.373 
(0.229) 

lives within 51-200 km -0.426* 
(0.201) 

-0.385+ 
(0.206) 

-0.286 
(0.208) 

-0.900*** 
(0.236) 

-0.805*** 
(0.240) 

-0.808*** 
(0.246) 

lives within 201-500 km -0.787** 
(0.281) 

-0.670* 
(0.283) 

-0.541+ 
(0.292) 

-0.825*** 
(0.252) 

-0.702** 
(0.251) 

-0.685** 
(0.254) 

lives further than 500 km 
away or abroad 

-0.414 
(0.270) 

-0.488+ 
(0.269) 

-0.448 
(0.277) 

-0.964** 
(0.313) 

-1.009*** 
(0.311) 

-0.879** 
(0.314) 

Childhood characteristics:       
Conflict 

between IP and mother 
  

-0.820*** 
(0.250) 

 
-0.804** 
(0.248) 

  
-1.398** 
(0.507) 

 
-1.492** 
(0.508) 

between IP and father  0.373 

(0.365) 
0.195 

(0.370) 
 0.733 

(0.533) 
0.707 

(0.539) 
between mother and 
father 

 -0.113 

(0.153) 
-0.045 

(0.154) 
 -0.093 

(0.177) 
-0.065 

(0.178) 
Number of years lived 
with mother 

 0.013 

(0.024) 
0.011 

(0.024) 
 0.058* 

(0.028) 
0.056* 

(0.028) 
Lived with step-father 
(1=Yes) 

 0.195 

(0.144) 
0.139 

(0.152) 
 0.190 

(0.163) 
0.147 

(0.162) 
Economic hardship – 
childhood (1=Yes) 

 0.182 

(0.161) 
0.177 

(0.161) 
 0.034 

(0.198) 
-0.079 

(0.204) 
Frequency of contact with 
the non-resident parent 

 -0.018 
(0.053) 

-0.051 
(0.056) 

 0.032 
(0.067) 

0.002 
(0.068) 

Mother characteristics:       
Higher education (1=yes)   0.207 

(0.199) 
  -0.060 

(0.196) 
Respondent characteristics:       

Age   -0.082 

(0.074) 
  -0.130* 

(0.061) 
Age2   0.001 

(0.001) 
  0.002+ 

(0.001) 
Higher education (1=yes)   -0.005 

(0.233) 
  0.308 

(0.238) 
Small child at home   0.231 

(0.156) 
  0.132 

(0.203) 
R2 0.077 0.169 0.216 0.137 0.225 0.269 
Constant 4.687 4.524 6.118 4.509 3.453 5.989 
n 154 154 154 156 156 156 

Significant levels: *** p ≤0.001, ** p ≤0.01, *significant ≤0.05, + significant (≤0.1) 
Notes: Values within parentheses = standard error 
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Table 7: Divorced/separated fathers - multiple regression models, dependent variable 
“Contact index father” 

IP – Father 
Daughter (IP) Son (IP) 

Model 1: Model 2: Model 3: Model 1: Model 2: Model 3: 
 b (s.e.) b (s.e.) b (s.e.) b (s.e.) b (s.e.) b (s.e.) 
Father lives within 5 km (ref.)       

lives within 6-15 km -0.726* 
(0.318) 

-0.593+ 

(0.316) 
-0.501 

(0.320) 
-0.640* 
(0.313) 

-0.446 

(0.319) 
-0.536+ 

(0.316) 
lives within 16-50 km -0.917** 

(0.292) 
-0.810** 
(0.292) 

-0.751* 
(0.294) 

-0.306 

(0.300) 
-0.205 

(0.301) 
-0.351 

(0.300) 
lives within 51-200 km -0.729* 

(0.348) 
-0.395 
(0.349) 

-0.398 
(0.351) 

-0.933** 
(0.297) 

-0.799** 
(0.306) 

-0.927** 
(0.320) 

lives within 201-500 km -0.917** 
(0.328) 

-0.748* 
(0.323) 

-0.640+ 
(0.330) 

-0.573 
(0.351) 

-0.367 
(0.361) 

-0.422 
(0.363) 

lives further than 500 
km away or abroad 

-1.417*** 
(0.334) 

-1.166*** 
(0.341) 

-1.074** 
(0.355) 

-1.598*** 
(0.343) 

-1.415*** 
(0.350) 

-1.441*** 
(0.362) 

Childhood characteristics:       
Conflict 

between IP and 
mother 

  
-0.539 
(0.388) 

 
-0.649 
(0.400) 

  
1.138* 

(0.553) 

 
1.182* 

(0.541) 
between IP and 
father 

 0.310 

(0.683) 
-0.014 

(0.716) 
 -1.235 

(0.749) 
-1.316+ 
(0.734) 

between mother and 
father 

 -0.616** 

(0.232) 
-0.617** 

(0.235) 
 0.121 

(0.234) 
0.129 
(0.233) 

Number of years lived 
with father 

 0.015 

(0.022) 
0.021 

(0.022) 
 -0.001 

(0.021) 
-0.002 
(0.021) 

Lived with step-mother 
(1=Yes) 

 0.013 

(0.409) 
-0.179 

(0.423) 
 0.894* 

(0.387) 
0.861* 

(0.379) 
Economic hardship – 
childhood (1=Yes) 

 0.121 

(0.237) 
0.110 

(0.245) 
 -0.304 

(0.265) 
-0.284 

(0.266) 
Frequency of contact 
with the non-resident 
parent 

 0.201* 

(0.087) 
0.176+ 

(0.090) 
 0.156+ 

(0.089) 
0.164+ 

(0.088) 

Father characteristics:       
Higher education 
(1=yes) 

  0.385 
(0.320) 

  0.297 
(0.236) 

Respondent characteristics:       
Age   -0.167 

(0.113) 
  -0.216** 

(0.077) 
Age2   0.002 

(0.002) 
  0.003** 

(0.001) 
Higher education 
(1=yes) 

  -0.139 
(0.314) 

  -0.159 
(0.300) 

Small child at home   0.341 

(0.228) 
  0.596** 

(0.250) 
R2 0.141 0.246 0.281 0.164 0.251 0.318 
Constant 3.917 3.227 6.022 3.973 3.340 6.800 
n 138 138 138 138 138 138 

Significant levels: *** p ≤0.001, ** p ≤0.01, *significant ≤0.05, + significant (≤0.1) 
Notes: Values within parentheses = standard error 
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Summary and Concluding 

Discussion 

The purpose of this study has been to take a closer look at intergenerational contact in 

adulthood and the main aim has been to make an in-depth investigation of the variance in 

intergenerational contact among divorced/separated families and what might cause this 

variance. The first part of the analysis was to determine if there is a divergence in 

intergenerational contact among divorced/separated families and intact families in 

contemporary Sweden. The descriptive results showed that this was the case. The distribution 

of the dependent variable, contact index, showed that respondents from divorced/separated 

families had on average a lower contact frequency with their parents than the respondents 

from intact families. The only exception was the contact between daughters and mothers, 

where the results were reverse. It was also shown that children have less contact with their 

father compared to their mother, regardless of family type. This is supported by previous 

research showing that gender is associated with the frequency of intergenerational contact 

(Lye, et al. 1995; Albertini & Saraceno, 2008). The accuracy of the descriptive results was 

tested using OLS regression. The results confirmed the descriptive data that there is a 

difference in intergenerational contact between dissolved and intact families in almost all the 

dyads. Adult children from dissolved families have a less frequent contact with their father 

and adult sons have a less frequent contact with their mother compared to their peers from 

intact families, even after controlling for a variety of other factors. Moreover, fathers tend to 

be more affected than mothers. It could also be verified that there is no significant influence 

of a divorce/separation on the contact between daughters and mothers. These results are 

maybe not so unexpected, as earlier study results have shown that fathers suffer the most from 

the break-up as their contact with the children declines and that mothers tend to be the 

residential parent (see, e.g., Lye et al., 1995; Lye, 1996; Tomassini et al. 2004; de Graaf & 

Fokkema, 2007; Kalmijn, 2008; Raneke, 2011). If one should speculate about the non-effect 

on the contact between daughters and mothers, it might be explained by the kinkeeper effect, 

i.e. that both mothers and daughters are keen in keeping in touch. While children mainly stay 

with the mother after a break-up, the contact is not as affected by the divorce/separation. 
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Furthermore, daughters tend to live closer to their mothers in adulthood which facilitates the 

contact between them. It can, however, be hard to disentangle the association between the 

effects of gender versus the effects of being the residential parent in childhood, on the 

intergenerational contact in adulthood. I was not able to account for this in the present study. 

More in detail, the results also showed that intergenerational contact, regardless of family 

type, is negatively influenced by large distances compared to living within 5 km. Again, the 

results are in line with previous research (see, e.g., Szydlik, 2000). Further interesting 

outcomes from the first regression analyses are the significant results concerning conflicts in 

childhood. Conflicts between the respondent and the parent in question had a negative 

association in all dyads (though not significant for the daughter-father dyad) to the contact 

frequency in adulthood, regardless of family type. These are new results as conflicts between 

the respondent and the parent has not been included in this kind of analyses earlier. 

The second part of the study focused on the intergenerational contact within families that 

experienced a divorce/separation during childhood. The aim was to investigate which of the 

included variables have an influence on the frequency of contact in adulthood and thereby can 

explain some of the variance in contact among divorced/separated families. Again, the 

distance variables had a large influence on the contact and accounted for most of the 

explained variance. Consequently, a large part of the diversity in contact frequency between 

the respondents can be explained by the difference in distance that the respondents have to 

their parents. This leaves us with a new question: which are the underlying factors for the 

diversity in distance? As distance has such a strong influence on the contact frequency, it 

would be interesting to study this relationship further, for example to investigate the causal 

relationship between variables such as divorce/separation, conflicts, contact and distance. Few 

of the other included independent/control variables showed a significant association with 

intergenerational contact, and one reason for this may be the low number of respondents 

(n=138-156) included in the subsample. As discussed above, small effects may thus not 

become visible. Still, if we take a closer look at, for instance, the influence of number of years 

lived with the parent we see that it has a positive influence on intergenerational contact, for 

almost all dyads. Even though the relationship is not always significant here it should not be 

overlooked in further studies as the direction is in compliance with earlier studies (e.g., 

Kalmijn, 2012). Nonetheless, some of the results were significant and besides distance the 

conflict variables showed the strongest influence on the dependent variable. According to the 

results, the contact between sons and mothers was 1.5 scale points less if they had conflict 
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during childhood and between daughters and mothers it was 0.8 scale points less. In the same 

time, conflict with the mother in childhood seems to strengthen the contact between sons and 

fathers in adulthood. When the parents had conflict it appears as if daughters took sides 

against the father as they have about 0.6 scale points less contact with the father in adulthood 

but there is no effect for the daughter/mother relation. This is in line with the results from 

Cooney (1994). The results concerning the conflicts between the child and the parent are 

noteworthy as they are new within the field and could be useful when trying to understand 

mechanisms shaping intergenerational contact. Yet again, there is a question of causality. 

Within this study it is not possible to separate the conflicts from the timing of 

divorce/separation. In other words, it is not known if the conflict between the child and the 

parent was present before, during and/or after the break-up. 

Some other limitations should also be mentioned. One problem which might cause 

overestimation of the relationship between the dependent and the independent variables is the 

case of selection into family structure (McLanahan & Percheski, 2008). In other words, it 

might be that some unobserved characteristics are more common among individuals that 

divorce or separate than among those who do not. Thus, the divorce/separation per se may not 

be the cause of a certain outcome but some other characteristics that parents/families who 

divorce/separate share more often than individuals who do not break-up (ibid.). I have 

controlled for inter-parental conflict in my study but there might be other important variables 

that are not included, such as a low age at marriage or experiencing a (own) parental break-

up. In addition, even though according to my data is seems like some childhood events have a 

significant association with the intergenerational contact in adulthood, there could be 

unobserved factors explaining these effects. There might for example be unobserved factors 

concerning post-divorce/separation events. The data do not capture if there are/were long 

running intrafamily conflicts or if the respondent lived for a long period with the other parent 

after the age of 16, nor does it contain data of more recent events like parental health 

problems and so on. This study is a cross-sectional study and the data from the childhood is 

reported retrospectively and subjectively from the adult respondent. The data might thus be 

biased from memory loss and the adult person’s perspective on the childhood memories. It 

has been mentioned several times throughout the text but again it is worth mentioning that 

some of the regressions are done on a small sample size. To gain more significant and 

conclusive results it would be of importance to increase the number of cases. 
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As this narrow field of divorce studies is relatively new and unexplored it lacks theoretical 

anchoring. Consequently, the report on previous studies in this thesis contains few theoretical 

concepts. However, as this empirical thesis is an explorative study it gains from previous 

empirical results and can itself contribute with findings that may serve as an initial stage on 

which future (theoretical) research can build further on. 

Many of the results gained from this study are interesting and they encourage to conduct more 

exhaustive research, as for example the new results regarding conflicts with the parents and 

contact with the non-residential parent in childhood. It would be of interest to extend the 

research over more LNU waves and to make it a longitudinal study instead of cross-sectional. 

When the new wave of LNU 2010 is available, it will open up new possibilities as it will be 

possible to follow respondents that participated in the Child-LNU27 2000 into their early adult 

years as they participated in the main LNU 2010 survey. This is of significance as there are 

few previous studies dealing with events that occurred in the childhood of the respondent and 

which could influence the intergenerational contact besides the divorce. To conclude, the 

results gained in this study contribute with new knowledge within this recent fraction of 

divorce studies. In addition, it provides new findings for the contemporary context of 

intergenerational contact in divorced/separated families in Sweden. This can be of interest not 

just for Swedish policy makers but also for international researchers as Sweden is often 

regarded to be a forerunner in sense of family welfare policies and has had high 

divorce/separation rates for a long time. 

                                                
27 For more information about the child respondents see SOFI, 2012. 



Break-up and then what? 

 

41 

 

References 

Ahrne, G. and Roman, C. (1997): Hemmet, barnen och makten. Förhandlingar om arbete och 

pengar i familjen. Stockholm: Fritzes. SOU: 1997:139 

Albertini , M. and Saraceno, C. (2008): Intergenerational contact and support: the long-term 

effects of martial instability in Italy, pp 194-216. In: Saraceno, C. (ed.), Families, Ageing and 

Social Policy. Intergenerational Solidarity in European Welfare States. Journal of European 

Social Policy. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar 

Albertini , M. and Garriga, A. (2011): The effect of divorce on the parent-child contacts. 

European Societies, 13(2): 257-278 

Allison, P. D. (1999): Multiple Regressions. A Primer. Thousand Oaks: Pine Forge Press 

Amato, P. (2000): The consequences of divorce for adults and children. Journal of Marriage 

and Family, 52: 1269-1287 

Amato, P. (2010): Research on divorce: continuing trends and new developments. Journal of 

Marriage and Family, 72:650-666 

Bernhardt , E. (2001): Att gifta sig – eller bara bo ihop? VälfärdsBulletinen, 4: 4-5 

Bernhardt , E. and Gähler, M. (2003): Skilsmässa påverkar kontakterna med vuxna barn. 

Välfärd, 2: 20-21 

Bihagen, E and Nermo, M. (2012): Social stratifiering och social klass. In: Rostila, M. and 

Toivanen, S. (ed.): Den orättvisa hälsan. Om socioekonomiska skillnader i hälsa och 

livslängd. Stockholm: Liber 

Bordone, V. (2009): Contact and proximity of older people to their adult children: a 

comparison between Italy and Sweden. Population, Space and Place, 15: 359-380 

Cooney, T. M. (1994): Young adults’ relationship with parents: The influence of recent 

parental divorce. Journal of Marriage and Family, 56(1): 45-56 

Cooney, T. M.; Hutchinson, K. M. and Leather, D. M. (1995): Surviving the Breakup? 

Predictors of parent-adult child relations after parental divorce. Family Relations, 44(2): 153-

161 

De Bruycker, T. (2008): Selection versus Structure. Explaining family types differences in 

contact with close kin. Journal of Family Issues, 29(11): 1448-1470 



Eva-Lisa Palmtag 

 

42 

 

De Graaf, P. M. and Fokkema, T. (2007): Contacts between divorced and non-divorced 

parents and their adult children in the Netherlands: An investment perspective. European 

Sociological Review, 23(2): 263-277 

Edling, C. and Hedström, P. (2003): Kvantitativa metoder. Grundläggande analysmetoder för 

samhälls- och beteendevetare. Lund: Studentlitteratur 

Erikson, R. and Goldthorpe, J.H. (1992): The Constant Flux: A Study of Class Mobility in 

Industrial Societies. Oxford: University of Oxford 

Field, A. (2009): Discovering Statistics Using SPSS. London: SAGE Publications Ltd 

Fors, S. and Lennartsson, C. (2008): Social mobility, geographical proximity and 

intergenerational family contact in Sweden. Ageing & Society, 28: 253-270 

Frankel, G. B. and DeWit D. J. (1989): Geographic distance and intergenerational contact: 

An empirical examination of the relationship. Journal of Aging Studies, 3(2): 139-162 

Gähler, M. (2004): Appendix 1. Levnadsnivåundersökningen (LNU) (The Level of Living 

Survey (LNU)): 322-327. In: Bygren, M.; Gähler, M. and Nermo, M. (ed.), Familj och arbete 

– vardagsliv i förändring (Family and Work – Everyday Life in Transition), Stockholm: SNS 

Förlag 

Gähler, M.; Hong, Y. and Bernhardt, E. (2009): Parental divorce and union disruption among 

young adults in Sweden. Journal of Family Issues, 30(5): 688-713 

Kalmijn , M. (2006): Educational inequality and family relationships: Influences on contact 

and proximity. European Sociological Review, 22(1): 1-16 

Kalmijn , M. (2008): The effects of separations and divorce on parent-child relationships in 

ten European countries. In: Saraceno, C. (ed.), Families, Ageing and Social Policy. 

Intergenerational Solidarity in European Welfare States. Journal of European Social Policy, 

Cheltenham: Edward Elgar 

Kalmijn , M. (2012): Long-term effects of divorce on parent-child relationships: Within-

family comparisons of fathers and mothers. European Sociological Review, DOI: 

10.1093/esr/jcs066: 1-11 

Lennartsson, C. (2001a): Child-parent contacts. A study of social contacts between adult 

children and their parents in Sweden. In: Lennartsson, C., Still in touch. Family contact, 

activities and health among elderly in Sweden. Doctoral dissertation, Swedish institute for 

social research – 48. Stockholm: Akademiktryck AB 

Lennartsson, C. (2001b): Social class mobility and intergenerational contact. A study of 

social contacts between adult children and their parents in Sweden. In: Lennartsson, C., Still 



Break-up and then what? 

 

43 

 

in touch. Family contact, activities and health among elderly in Sweden. Doctoral 

dissertation, Swedish institute for social research – 48. Stockholm: Akademiktryck AB 

Lye, D. N. (1996): Adult child-parent relationships. Annual Reviews of Sociology, 22:79-102 

Lye, D. N.; Klepinger, D. H.; Hyle Davies, P. and Nelson, A. (1995): Childhood living 

arrangements and adult children’s relations with their parents. Demography, 32(2): 261-280 

Malmberg, G. and Pettersson, A. (2007): Distance to elderly parents: Analyses of Swedish 

register data. Demographic Research, 17(23): 679-704 

McLanahan, S. and Percheski, C. (2008): Family Structure and the reproduction of 

inequalities. Annual Review of Sociology, 34:257-276 

Raneke, Andreas (2011): Separerade föräldrar bor närmare varandra. Välfärd, 4: 3-5 

SCB – Statistics Sweden (1982:4): Socioekonomisk indelning (SEI). Meddelande i 

samordningsfrågor. Nytryck 1984 

SCB – Statistics Sweden (1995): Children and their families 1992-93. Report no 89 [Barn och 

deras familjer 1992-93. Rapport 89]. Örebro: SCB-Tryck 

SCB – Statistics Sweden (2003): Population statistics 2002. Part 4: Vital statistics. 

[Befolkningsstatistik 2002. Del 4: Födda och död, civilståndsförändringar m. m.]. Örebro: 

SCB-Tryck 

SCB – Statistics Sweden (2005): Barns villkor. Levnadsförhållanden rapport 110. Örebro: 

SCB-Tryck 

http://www.scb.se/statistik/_publikationer/LE0101_2002I04_BR_LE110SA0501.pdf (2012-

09-11) 

SCB – Statistics Sweden (2007): Children and their families 2006. Demographic reports 

2007:4 [Barn och deras familjer 2006. Demografiska rapporter 2007:4]. URN:NBN:SE:SCB-

2007-BE51ST0704_pdf (2012-08-02) 

SCB – Statistics Sweden (2009): Theme: Children. Children Today – Describing children’s 

living conditions based on the “Convention on the Rights of the Child”. Theme report 2009:2. 

[Tema: Barn. Barn i dag – En beskrivning av barns villkor med Barnkonventionen som 

utgångspunkt. Temarapport 2009:2]. URN:NBN:SE:SCB-2009-A40BR0902_pdf (2011-05-

02) 

Schiratzki, J. (2008): Mamma och pappa inför rätta. Uppsala: Iustus Förlag 

Silverstein, M. and Giarrusso, R. (2010): Aging and family life: a decade review. Journal of 

Marriage and Family, 72: 1039-1058 



Eva-Lisa Palmtag 

 

44 

 

Skevik, A. (2006): ‘Absent Fathers’ or Reorganized Families’? Variations in Father-Child 

Contact after Parental Break-up in Norway. The Sociological Review, 54(1): 114-132 

Smeeding, T.M.; Erikson, R. and Jäntti, M. (ed.) (2011): Persistence, Privilege, and 

Parenting. The Comparative Study of Intergenerational Mobility. New York: Russell Sage 

Foundation 

Sun, Y. and Li, Y. (2008): Stable postdivorce family structures during late adolescence and 

socioeconomic consequences in adulthood. Journal of Marriage and Family, 70: 129-143 

Szydlik, M. (2000): Lebenslange Solidarität? Generationenbeziehungen zwischen 

erwachsenen Kindern und Eltern. Opladen: Leske + Budrich 

Tomassini, C.; Kalogirou, S.; Grundy, E.; Fokkema, T.; Martikainen, P.; Broese van 

Groenou, M. and Karisto, A. (2004): Contacts between elderly parents and their children in 

four European countries: current patterns and future prospects. European Journal of Ageing, 

1(1): 54-63 

 

Homepages: 

SCB – Statistics Sweden (2010): I nöd och lust. 

http://www.scb.se/Pages/TableAndChart____295659.aspx (2012-04-13) 

SCB – Statistics Sweden (2011): Marriage and divorces [Giftermål och skilsmässor]. 

http://www.scb.se/Statistik/BE/BE0101/2011M05/Gifterm%C3%A5l_skilsm%C3%A4ssor.p

df (2012-06-13) 

SCB (2012): Åldrande befolkning. http://www.scb.se/Pages/Vislet____331316.aspx (2012-

09-22) 

Skatteverket (2012): Folkbokförning. 

http://www.skatteverket.se/privat/folkbokforing.4.18e1b10334ebe8bc800039.html (2012-07-

08) 

SOFI (2012): The Swedish Level-of-Living Survey (LNU) 

http://www.sofi.su.se/forskning/tre-forskningsavdelningar/lnu/levnadsnivaundersokningarna-

1968-1974-1981-1991-2000-och-2010-1.65271 (2012-09-11) 

OECD (2011): SF3.1: Marriage and divorce rates. 

http://www.oecd.org/els/familiesandchildren/40321815.pdf (2012-08-01) 


