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WeSTern societies have witnessed profound demo-
graphic changes over the past few decades, changes 

that have influenced the structure of the family, shaping re-
lationships between older parents and adult children. In par-
ticular, as a result of the rise in divorce and relatively high 
remarriage rates, complex family structures have become 
more common. An increasing proportion of older adults 
have experienced diverse marital transitions (Wachter, 
1995), which have affected the availability and structure of 
their kinship networks (De Jong Gierveld & Dykstra, 2002). 
remarriage or repartnership, particularly when parents have 
both biological and stepchildren, creates a new family struc-
ture where family norms and obligations are less clearly 
defined and understood than in first-marriage families. This 
lack of institutionalized guidelines for remarried or repart-
nered families can lead to uncertainty regarding relation-
ships with and obligations to new and former kin (Cherlin, 
1978).

research on intergenerational relationships beyond the 
household has repeatedly shown that older parents have 
regular contact and receive a substantial amount of social 
support from their biological adult children (Mancini & 
Blieszner, 1989). However, we know very little about later-
life stepfamilies. Stepfamilies have been viewed as “incom-
plete institutions” (Cherlin, 1978), “deviant or deficit family 
forms” (Coleman & Ganong, 1997), or “reconstituted nu-
clear families” (Levin, 1997). In this respect, the idealized 

model of the nuclear family has functioned as the implicit 
standard for a long time. Steprelationships are generally 
considered to be more ambiguous than biological parent– 
child ties (Ganong & Coleman, 2004), and adult stepchil-
dren are believed to have fewer obligations toward 
stepparents than toward biological parents (Ganong &  
Coleman, 2006), resulting in less mutual contact compared 
with biological relationships.

Although comparisons have been made in previous stud-
ies between adult biological children and stepchildren (e.g., 
White, 1992), they are seldom explicitly based on compar-
isons within families. Understanding stepfamilies’ rela-
tionships and the ambiguity surrounding family members’ 
roles requires knowledge of the contact between parents 
and biological and stepchildren in the same family. In other 
words, the contact between parents and biological and 
stepchildren does not stand on its own but is influenced by 
family structure in general.

As an extension of the idea of intergenerational ambiv-
alence reflecting both positive and negative dimensions 
within parent–adult child relationships, Ward (2008) has 
suggested that the concept of “collective ambivalence” 
across multiple children can be viewed as a function of 
family structure. Collective ambivalence has been defined 
as having relations that are more positive with one or 
some children and less positive with others (Ward, Spitze, 
& Deane, 2009). In this respect, collective ambivalence 
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reflects simultaneous and contradictory attitudes or feel-
ings toward “family life” (Pillemer & Suitor, 2008; Ward, 
Deane, & Spitze, 2008).

An important characteristic of family life is the structure 
in which the relationships are embedded. Ambivalence can 
be seen as a bridging concept between social structure and 
individual action, whereby ambivalence is resolved by both 
choosing between social roles and also redefining them 
(Connidis & McMullin, 2002). Within a more complex 
family structure, such as a stepfamily, the guidelines and 
norms for role performance are less clear and may lead to 
more strained relations (Cherlin, 1978), thereby increasing 
collective ambivalence.

In this study, we first describe the family structure of 
older parents and their biological children and stepparents 
and their stepchildren. We then address the question of the 
extent to which family structure affects the contact be-
tween (a) parents and their biological children and (b) 
stepparents and their stepchildren. We examine two forms 
of contact, namely contact frequency and the extent to 
which the contact is perceived as regular and important. 
Of particular interest are the contact with biological chil-
dren in stepfamilies in contrast with biological children in 
biological families and the variation in contact between 
stepparents and stepchildren within different stepfamily 
types.

A stepfamily can be formed in many ways and can be 
defined as a family in which at least one of the adults has 
children from a previous relationship. To get a better un-
derstanding of the complexity of stepfamilies, researchers 
have identified different typologies of stepfamilies based 
on the presence or absence of children from the present 
union, residence of children from prior unions, and the age 
of the children (see further Ganong & Coleman, 2004). Our 
aim was to provide a differentiated picture of later-life 
stepfamilies by describing the family structure of older 
(step)parents, comparing three main types of families  
(Table 1): First, in a “biological family,” neither partner has 
biological children from other relationships. Second, a 
“complex stepfamily” is a stepfamily that is formed when 
parents, each with children from a prior union, start a new 
relationship. Third, a “simple stepfamily” is a stepfamily 
formed when one of the parents has children from a prior 
union. Within the two stepfamilies described, a further  
differentiation is made between those who have shared  
biological children.

Within a stepfamily, the parent can enter both as parent 
and as stepparent, depending on whether he or she has chil-
dren from a prior union and whether the new partner brings 
children to the union. Because we rely on the information of 
only one of the parents, this has consequences for the de-
scription of the simple stepfamily. The individual is either a 
parent with children from a prior union (who has a partner 
who is the stepparent) or is the stepparent (with a partner 
who has children from a prior union).

Family Structure and Contact
Previous research is mixed on the extent to which family 

structure influences the contact between parents and their 
adult biological and stepchildren. One of the few examples 
of research on later-life steprelationships is a study con-
ducted by Pezzin and Steinberg Schone (1999), who ob-
served that the amount of care that a parent received from a 
nonresident child varied by family structure. Parents with 
only stepchildren were less likely to receive care from chil-
dren than parents with only biological children or parents 
with both biological and stepchildren. Moreover, White 
(1992) observed that remarried parents have less contact 
with both biological and stepchildren compared with first-
marriage parents with no stepchildren. In a more recent 
study, Ward and colleagues (2009) found that the quality of 
relationships and contact was not only lower in stepfamilies 
than in nonstepfamilies but also lower between parents with 
biological children in stepfamilies. They concluded that the 
lower quality of relations in stepfamilies was primarily 
caused by the presence of stepchildren. This is consistent 
with the conclusion of Henderson and Taylor (1999) that the 
largest discrepancy in parental treatment toward adult (step)
children occurs in families where there is a biological child 
and a stepchild.

Stepfamilies formed when children are minors have 
different experiences from those formed when children 
are grown-up (Ganong & Coleman, 2004). remarried or 
repartnered parents with young children will share a lon-
ger life span together. Moreover, it is reasonable to assume 
that stepchildren who were adults at the time of their par-
ent’s remarriages have not coresided with their parents, 
whereas young stepchildren most probably have spent 
some time cohabiting with their parents. Parents with 
stepchildren who entered the stepfamily as minors might 
therefore have more contact with their stepchildren than 
parents with stepchildren who were already (or nearly) 
adult.

Having a shared biological child in a stepfamily may also 
affect the contact between parents and (step)children. 
Ganong and Coleman (1994) have referred to such a bio-
logical child in a stepfamily as a “concrete baby,” cement-
ing steprelationships. Because the stepfamily members have 
a blood relative in common, the ambiguity in steproles may 
lessen and the commitment to each other may increase 
(Cherlin, 1978).

Marital History and Contact
Because of changes in family formation and dissolution, 

a growing number of adults will experience divorce and re-
marriage, which will have an impact on parent–child rela-
tionships (Aquilino, 1994b). In this study, both the current 
marital status and the marital history of older parents are 
considered. Divorce has a negative effect on parent–adult 
child contact, regardless of the age of the children when the 
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divorce occurred (Aquilino, 1994a; Cooney & Uhlenberg, 
1990), and following divorce, father–child relationships  
are less close than mother–child relationships (Webster & 
Herzog, 1995). The contact between parents and children is 
contingent on the gender of both parents and children, 
whereby the mother–daughter bond is stronger than the 
mother–son and the paternal bond (Silverstein & Bengtson, 
1997).

In addition, remarriage further affects the parent–child 
relationship. nowadays, most remarriages follow a divorce, 
although remarriage after widowhood has been common for 
a long time (Coleman, Ganong, & Fine, 2000). remarriage 
has a negative effect on parent–adult child contact, whether 
after widowhood or divorce (Kalmijn & Dykstra, 2006). 
Parents who remarry when their children are minors have 
less contact with their adult children than nondivorced par-
ents do (Aquilino, 1994a) but have more contact than di-
vorced parents who do not remarry (White, 1992).

Given this literature, the current study employs the con-
cept of collective ambivalence to consider the association 
between family structure and contact. Prior research sug-
gests that more complex family structures have a negative 
effect on the contact between parents and both their bio-
logical and their stepchildren, thereby also increasing col-
lective ambivalence. We can, therefore, expect that parents 
and (step)children within stepfamilies have less contact than 
parents and children in biological families. Although previ-
ous studies do not give us clear guidelines on whether there 
will be differences in the contact within complex and simple 
stepfamilies, there is some indication that more complex 
family structures where both biological and stepchildren are 
present will lead to more difficulties in negotiating roles and 
relationships in stepfamilies and hence to less contact 
among parents and children in complex stepfamilies than in 
simple stepfamilies.

Methods

Respondents
Data were available for older people who participated in 

the “Living Arrangements and Social networks of Older 
Adults” research program (Knipscheer, De Jong Gierveld, 

Van Tilburg, & Dykstra, 1995). The program used a strati-
fied random sample of men and women born between 1903 
and 1937. The sample was taken from the population regis-
ters of 11 municipalities that represent differences in reli-
gion and urbanization in the netherlands. The oldest 
individuals in these areas (the oldest men, in particular) 
were overrepresented in the sample. The survey was carried 
out in 1992 with a total of 4,494 respondents interviewed in 
their homes. The cooperation rate was 62%, which is rela-
tively high compared with many surveys in the netherlands 
where participation rates are low (De Leeuw & De Heer, 
2002). In the context of the Longitudinal Aging Study  
Amsterdam (Deeg, Van Tilburg, Smit, & De Leeuw, 2002), 
respondents born in 1908 or later were followed up during 
four subsequent data collection points with 3-year intervals. 
These follow-ups were only used when stepchildren were 
not identified at baseline.

For 11 respondents, we had no data on the existence of 
children, and for 238 parents, the interviews had to be short-
ened or broken off because of frailty, resulting in no data on 
the characteristics of children. respondents were not in-
cluded who had no biological or stepchildren (n = 622), 
who only had adopted or foster children (n = 21), and  
who had one or more children living in the parental home  
(n = 521) due to the fact that coresiding children have daily 
contact with (step)parents.

Furthermore, 50 parents with a partner status or marital 
history that deviated from the study were not included. 
These included 36 married parents who did not coreside 
with their spouse for various reasons, predominantly due to 
the institutionalization of the spouse, 5 parents who had 
never been partnered, 4 parents who had not been married 
before the current partnership, 2 parents who cohabited be-
fore the current marriage, and 3 respondents who did not 
have a partner and of whom the marital history was un-
known. Moreover, 58 parents who had a nonmarital part-
nerrelationship and maintained separate households were 
excluded because we were unable to determine whether 
other parents who are (re)married or cohabiting have previ-
ously had such an arrangement. Maintaining separate 
households may have a different effect on the contact with 
biological children and stepchildren than (re)married or 

Table 1. Different Family Structures According to relationship Type of the respondent or Partner

Family structure

respondent Partner

Biological child Stepchild Biological child Stepchild

Biological CU CU
Complex FU respondent FU partner FU partner FU respondent
 Complex with shared biological children FU respondent and CU FU partner FU partner and CU FU respondent
Simple (without stepchildren) FU respondent FU respondent
 Simple with shared biological children FU respondent and CU CU FU respondent
Simple (with stepchildren) FU partner FU partner
 Simple with shared biological children CU FU partner FU partner and CU

Notes: The current study focuses on one of the individuals in a partner relationship. He or she is denoted here as the respondent. The partner concerns the current 
partner or, for single respondents, the partner with whom the respondent had the last union. CU = current union; FU = former union.
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cohabiting parents. The marital history was unknown for 
28 parents, and they were also excluded. Finally, 189 par-
ents living in nursing or residential homes were excluded 
as their contact with their children is not comparable to that 
of individuals living independently.

The final sample consisted of 1,339 men and 1,417 
women between 54 and 89 years of age (M age = 72.5 years, 
SD = 9.2). In total, data from relationships with 8,515 bio-
logical children and 376 stepchildren were analyzed; ad-
opted and foster children were excluded. The sample of 
2,756 respondents included in the study had a gender com-
position similar to the sample of 1,738 excluded respon-
dents (51% women), c2(1) = .2, p > .05, but was on average 
almost a year younger, t(3186.1) = 2.6, p < .001.

Measures
The contact between older adults and their (step)children 

was measured for each relationship separately. Preceding 
the questions on contact, an identification question was 
asked to obtain information on having children.

Identification of children.—The identification of children 
followed a two-step procedure. First, the number of chil-
dren was assessed by means of the question: “How many 
children have you had? You should consider not only the 
children whose natural mother (father) you are, but also 
step- and adoptive children.” In the second step, data were 
collected for each child: names and gender; whether the 
child was a biological child, stepchild, or adoptive child; 
and whether the child was deceased. The identification of 
all children was repeated in 2002 with a similar question-
naire. Furthermore, at each longitudinal observation, chil-
dren could be additionally identified by means of the 
network delineation (see subsequently). not all children 
were identified at baseline. Specifically, three biological 
children of one respondent were identified at one of the 
follow-up observations. Of the 376 stepchildren, 144 were 
identified at one of the follow-up observations. These step-
children are all from the union with which the respondent 
had a relationship with at baseline. Of these 56 parents who 
had stepchildren at baseline but did not identify them, 66% 
were part of a complex stepfamily compared with 34% par-
ents in a simple stepfamily. Of the 92 parents who did iden-
tify stepchildren at baseline, 48% were part of a complex 
stepfamily compared with 52% parents in a simple stepfam-
ily, c2(1) = 4.7; p < .05.

Contact frequency.—Frequency of contact was assessed 
by the question: “How often are you in touch with . . . ?” 
response categories were never, once a year or less, few 
times a year, once a month, once a fortnight, once a week, 
few times a week, and everyday. These categories were as-
signed values from 1 to 8 (M = 6.0, SD = 1.6). For the step-
children not identified at baseline, missing relationship data 

were imputed by the first available follow-up observation. 
The contact frequency within those relationships did not 
differ from the contact frequency within the relationships 
with other stepchildren, t(366) = 1.7, p > .05.

Regular and important contact.—The question on the ex-
tent to which respondents perceive contact to be regular and 
important was posed as part of delineating the personal net-
work. To obtain adequate information on their networks, 
respondents were asked to identify their personal network 
members by name (Van Tilburg, 1998). For children, the 
following question was asked: “earlier in the interview you 
provided the names of all your living children. We would 
like to know with which children you have regular contact 
and who are also important to you.” respondents were re-
stricted to identifying only persons older than 18 years.

Family structure.—The following characteristics were in-
cluded: dummy variables for the type of family structure, 
timing of formation of stepfamily, whether there were 
shared biological children in the stepfamily, and the total 
number of biological and stepchildren. Concerning the tim-
ing of the (re)marriage, we examined the age of the step-
children when they entered the stepfamily (whether they 
were minors, i.e., 15 years old or younger [The standard 
definition of a “minor” in the netherlands varies according 
to which legal rights it pertains, such as compulsory full-
time school attendance {younger than 17 years} or alcohol 
consumption {older than 15 years}], or adults). For each 
family, the age of the youngest stepchild was considered.

Parent characteristics.—We examined the age and cur-
rent and previous marital status of the (step)parents as con-
trol variables. With respect to current marital status, we 
distinguished between respondents who were married (first 
marriage and remarried), cohabiting, and single. For the 
previous marital status, we looked at whether the respon-
dent had ever been divorced or widowed.

Relationship characteristics.—There were three control 
variables. The age of the child was included as the differ-
ence from parent’s age to avoid multicollinearity problems. 
Gender dyads were distinguished with both same-sex and 
opposite-sex parent–child dyads. Finally, traveling time was 
examined.

Procedure
Descriptive analyses were used to indicate both the dif-

ferences between parents and between (step)children within 
different family structures. Furthermore, the aim of this 
study was to gain both insight in the influence of family 
structure on contact between parents and their (step)chil-
dren and at the same time take into account the differences 
between biological and stepchildren. Therefore, we applied 
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hierarchical multilevel regression analysis (MLn; rasbash 
& Woodhouse, 1995), with variables from different levels 
(children and the relationships with their parents nested 
within the parents) analyzed simultaneously. Analyses per-
tained to scores of contact frequency as the dependent vari-
able in linear models and the probability of whether the 
contact was perceived as regular and important in logistic 
models.

Family structural characteristics included in the equa-
tions were type of family structure, moment of formation of 
the stepfamily, and whether there were shared biological 
children in the stepfamily. The total number of children was 
also added because this could also influence the contact  
between (step)parent and biological and stepchildren 
(Uhlenberg & Cooney, 1990).

Parent and relationship characteristics were taken into 
account as control variables. A greater age difference be-
tween respondents and children could increase the contact 
frequency (Silverstein & Bengtson, 1997). Moreover, chil-
dren often identify more strongly with the parent of the same 
sex (Lee, Dwyer, & Coward, 1993), and mother–daughter 
relationships are often closer than father–son relationships 
(Silverstein & Bengtson). Furthermore, a larger traveling 
distance could provide less opportunity for contact.

Results

Description of the Family Structure
The great majority (88%) of respondents were part of a 

biological family, and the remaining 12% were part of a 
stepfamily (Table 2). each stepfamily type, except for the 
complex stepfamily with shared biological children, was 
represented by a number of respondents. Furthermore, the 
majority of the parents within the biological family were 
still married, with one third having become single primarily 
due to widowhood. Most parents in stepfamilies were also 
married. However, particularly within the complex stepfam-
ilies, there were also a considerable number of parents who 
cohabited. Moreover, within the stepfamilies (n = 333), 
58% of the parents had been widowed and 45% of the par-
ents had been divorced. The majority of these parents were 

in their second relationship: 58% within simple stepfamilies 
and 75% within complex stepfamilies. However, 11% of the 
parents in complex stepfamilies were in their third relation-
ship compared with 6% of the parents in simple stepfami-
lies. Overall, there was great diversity within the different 
family structures, including the marital status and marital 
history of the parents within the different family structures.

In Table 3, we describe the adult (step)children within the 
different family structures. Of the 333 respondents in step-
families, there were 185 who did not have stepchildren. For 
these families, we did not assess the time at which the step-
family was formed. Within 69 (47%) of the remaining 148 
stepfamilies, the youngest stepchild joined the focal par-
ent’s family when he or she was 15 years of age or younger. 
In the complex stepfamilies, it was more common for chil-
dren to enter as adults compared with the simple stepfami-
lies, c2(1) = 5.0, p < .05.

Whether stepchildren joined the focal parent’s family as 
a child or as an adult was related to the current marital status 
of the (step)parent, c2(2) = 19.8, p < .001. entrance of a 
stepchild as an adult was observed more often among re-
spondents cohabiting with a partner (92%) compared with 
respondents who had remarried (48%) and those who had 
remained single (41%). entrance of a child as a minor or an 
adult was also related to a history of widowhood or divorce 
of the respondent, c2(2) = 7.3, p < .05. The stepchildren 
entered as adults in only 30% of the cases of respondents in 
their first marriage in contrast to 62% in the case of respon-
dents who had been previously divorced and 56% where 
respondents had been widowed. A first marriage with a part-
ner who already has children is primarily formed earlier in 
the life course of the individual in contrast to divorced or 
widowed respondents, where a stepfamily is formed later in 
the life course.

With respect to the total number of children, compared 
with other family types, the complex stepfamilies tended to 
have the largest average total number of children. Both part-
ners have children from a prior union; for some complex 
stepfamilies, shared children further increase the number of 
children. The simple stepfamilies without shared biological 
children had the lowest average total number of children.

Table 2. Description of Older Parents Within the Different Family Structures: Marital Status and History (N = 2,756)

Family structure

N parents Marital status Marital history

absolute % Married Cohabiting Single First marriage Divorce Widowhood Divorce + widowhood

Biologicala 2,423 88 1,637 0 786 1,619 87 716 1
Complexb 72 3 33 23 16 0 27 36 7
 Complex with shared biological children 9 0 5 0 4 0 3 6 0
Simplec (without stepchildren) 142 5 57 29 56 0 58 59 25
 Simple with shared biological children 43 2 21 1 21 0 14 22 7
Simple (with stepchildren) 45 2 23 3 19 17 7 21 0
 Simple with shared biological children 22 1 12 0 10 10 2 10 0

Notes: aFamily with biological children only.
b Stepfamily formed when parents, each with children from a prior union, start a new relationship.
c Stepfamily formed when one of the parents has children from a prior union.



 CONTACT BETWEEN PARENTS AND (STEP)CHILDREN 241

Contact Between Parents and Biological Children
Before we answer the research question on the influence 

of family structure on the contact between parents and chil-
dren, we compared biological and stepchildren. On a scale 
from 1 to 8, the average contact frequency was lower with 
stepchildren (estimated frequency = 5.3, t = −8.4, p < .001) 
than with biological children (estimate = 6.1). Moreover, 
the contact with stepchildren was perceived as less regular 
and less important (probability = .62; odds ratio [Or] = 
0.30, Wald = 53.5, p < .001) than contact with biological 
children (probability = .85).

Table 4 shows the results of the regression of contact in 
biological relationships (left column) and of contact in 
steprelationships (right column). On the basis of the regres-
sion equations, we computed estimates for different types 
of family structure, controlling for the parent and relation-
ship characteristics.

Turning first to the results on biological children, respon-
dents in complex stepfamilies (B = −.47; estimate = 5.6, 
controlled for the parent and relationship characteristics) 
and within simple stepfamilies (B = −.44; estimate = 5.6) 
had less frequent contact with biological children than re-
spondents in biological families (category of reference; es-
timate = 6.0). Moreover, respondents in biological families 
(category of reference; estimated probability of being iden-
tified as a network member = .85) and complex stepfami-
lies (Or = 1.13; probability = .87) perceived the contact to 
be more often regular and important than those in simple 
stepfamilies (Or = 0.47; probability = .73). The contact 
with biological children was not affected by whether the 
children were minors when the stepfamily was formed or 
by the presence of shared biological children. However, 
keeping in mind the fact that stepfamilies often consist of a 
larger total number of children, respondents with a larger 
total number of biological and stepchildren had less contact 
with their biological children than those with fewer chil-
dren. This contact was also perceived as less often regular 
and important.

Considering the characteristics of the parents, cohabiting 
respondents had less contact with their biological children 
compared with married and single respondents. When the 
respondent had been formerly divorced, there was also less 
contact with the biological child compared with those who 
had never divorced. Moreover, divorced respondents con-
sidered the contact with biological children to be less often 
regular and important than respondents who had never di-
vorced. Furthermore, respondents who were older had less 
contact with biological children and perceived the contact 
as less often regular and important than younger respon-
dents.

With respect to the relationship characteristics, among 
the biological children, there was most often contact be-
tween mothers and daughters, followed by fathers and 
daughters, and contacts with sons. remarkably, these gen-
der differences were not observed with respect to whether 
parents considered the contact as regular and important. 
When there was a larger age difference between a respon-
dent and a biological child, there was less frequent contact, 
and the contact was perceived as less often regular and im-
portant. Finally, when the traveling distance to the biologi-
cal child was greater, respondents had less frequent contact, 
and the contact was perceived as less often regular and im-
portant.

Contact Between Stepparents and Stepchildren
Turning to the results on stepchildren, we found no sig-

nificant difference in the contact with stepchildren within 
complex and simple stepfamilies. However, respondents 
perceived the contact with stepchildren within simple step-
families as more often regular and important (probability = 
.74) than contact with stepchildren in complex stepfamilies 
(probability = .45). The contact with stepchildren was not 
affected by whether the children were minors when the 
stepfamily was formed, by the presence of shared biological 
children, or by the total number of children.

Table 3. Description of Older Parents and Their (Step) Children within the Different Family Structures (N = 2,756)

Family structure

N parents
entrance stepchild  

(absolute) M number of children (1–17, SD = 1.9)

absolute Minor Adult Biological, nonshared Biological, shared Step

Biologicala 2,423 — — — 3.2 —
Complexb 72 23 49 2.6 — 2.7
 Complex with shared biological children 9 8 1 1.8 1.8 1.8
Simplec (without stepchildren) 142 — — 2.6 — —
 Simple with shared biological children 43 — — 2.2 2.0 —
Simple (with stepchildren) 45 19 26 — — 2.7
 Simple with shared biological children 22 19 3 — 2.4 1.9

Notes: Dashes indicate that this situation cannot occur.
a Family with biological children only.
b Stepfamily formed when parents, each with children from a prior union, start a new relationship. For one respondent, the entrance of the youngest stepchild is 

not known.
c Stepfamily formed when one of the parents has children from a prior union.
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Considering the parent characteristics, cohabiting re-
spondents perceived the contact to be less often regular and 
important than married and single respondents. Whether the 
respondent had previously been divorced did not have a sig-
nificant effect on the contact with stepchildren. Further-
more, the older respondents perceived the contact with 
stepchildren as less often regular and important than younger 
respondents.

With respect to relationship characteristics, only mothers 
perceived the contact with stepsons as less often regular and 
important. For age difference and traveling time, the results 
were similar to those for biological children.

Discussion
In this study, we examined the family structure of older 

parents and their (step)children, further extending previous 

research by focusing on the effect of family structure on the 
variation in contact between parents and their biological 
children and between stepparents and their stepchildren. 
Our findings show a great diversity within the different fam-
ily structures, including whether children entered the step-
family as a minor or adult and the total number of children 
within these families. Moreover, the marital status and mar-
ital history of the parents adds to the complexity of the dif-
ferent family structures.

The analyses gave indications of how the family structure 
might effect the variation in contact between (step)parents 
and (step)children. Consistent with earlier research (Ward  
et al., 2009), our findings show that parents have less con-
tact with their stepchildren than with their biological chil-
dren. More important, however, the results show that it is 
not only the difference between biological and stepchildren 

Table 4. Linear and Logistic Multilevel Model results Predicting Contact Frequency, and extent to Which Contact Is Perceived as regular and 
Important With Biological and Stepchildren

Biological children Stepchildren

Contact frequencya  
(n = 8,509)

regular and importantb  
(n = 8,316)

Contact frequencya  
(n = 368)

regular and importantb  
(n = 364)

B Or B Or

Constant 7.31*** 106.91*** 7.07*** 101.90**
Family structure
 Complexc −0.47** 1.13 −0.07 0.29**
 Simpled (vs biological) −0.44*** 0.47***
 Stepfamily formed when children were minors 0.05 0.78 0.02 0.56
 Shared biological children in stepfamily 0.33 1.55 0.05 0.77
 Total number of biological and stepchildren (1–17) −0.13*** 0.73*** −0.08 0.95
Parent characteristics
 Current union
  Cohabiting (vs married) −0.52** 0.92 −0.49 0.33*
  Single (vs married) 0.08 1.05 −0.29 1.24
 ever divorced −0.75*** 0.54** −0.04 1.98
 Age (54–89 years) −0.02*** 0.97*** −0.03 0.94*
relationship characteristics
 Gender
  Father–daughter (vs father–son) 0.18*** 1.09 0.45 0.99
  Mother–son (vs father–son) 0.03 0.79 −0.21 0.35*
  Mother–daughter (vs father–son) 0.51*** 1.28 −0.21 0.52
 Age difference parent–child (-64 to 1 years)e −0.03*** 0.98** −0.03* 0.93**
 Traveling time (0–24 hr) −0.12*** 0.94*** −0.08*** 0.93
Model fit
 Unconditional model deviance (−2LL) 29,850.3 5,980.4 1,452.3 469.1
 Conditional model deviance (−2LL) 28,549.4 4,477.8 1,415.5 395.2
 Model improvement (df) 15 15 13 13
 Model improvement (c2) 1,300.9*** 1,502.5*** 36.9*** 73.8***
 Decrease in unexplained variance (level 1) 11% 8%
 Decrease in unexplained variance (level 2) 26% 15% 15% 3%

Notes: For logistic regression, multilevel models level 1 variance is fixed and therefore unreported. Or = odds ratio; -2LL = -2 log likelihood.
a Possible answers were (1) never, (2) once a year or less, (3) few times a year, (4) once a month, (5) once a fortnight, (6) once a week, (7) few times a week, and 

(8) every day.
b Possible values are (0) no and (1) yes.
c Stepfamily formed when parents, each with children from a prior union, start a new relationship. Among biological children, the complex family is contrasted 

with the biological family. Among stepchildren, the complex family is contrasted with the simple family.
d Stepfamily formed when one of the parents has children from a prior union.
e Computed as 0 − age parent + age child.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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that counts but also what the structure of the (step)family is. 
We find that parents have less contact with their biological 
children in stepfamilies than in biological families. More-
over, parents perceive the contact with biological children to 
be more often regular and important in complex stepfami-
lies than in simple stepfamilies consisting of stepchildren of 
the other parent but not stepchildren of the respondent. 
Within complex stepfamilies, parents may try to preserve 
existing relationships with biological children above the in-
vestment in a stepchild relationship, thus preventing the par-
ent from being well connected to stepchildren. Biologically 
related parents and children have had a much longer time to 
get to know each other and greater opportunity to develop 
shared activities and interests than stepparents and stepchil-
dren. Moreover, within complex stepfamilies, there may ac-
tually be less role ambiguity for parents because each partner 
is both biological parent and stepparent and the child is also 
both biological and stepchild. Within simple stepfamilies, 
each partner has only one role, that of parent or stepparent. 
Only the child has the role of both biological and stepchild. 
The uncertainties of the familial roles within simple step-
families may also derive from the sharing of the role of par-
ent between the stepparent and the other (biological) parent 
(Cherlin, 1978). Within complex stepfamilies, the guide-
lines to roles and behavior may be clearer with parents fo-
cusing more on their own biological children.

With respect to stepchildren, stepparents perceive the 
contact as more often regular and important in simple 
stepfamilies than in complex stepfamilies. Maybe, there 
are fewer competing ties for stepparents within these sim-
ple stepfamilies, enabling them to invest more in the step-
child and become more emotionally close. Stepparents in 
simple stepfamilies do not have their own biological chil-
dren to turn to; therefore, perceived obligations in emo-
tionally close steprelationships may come to resemble 
those to biological relationships (Ganong & Coleman, 
1999). Within simple stepfamilies, parents who did not or 
were unable to maintain relationships with their biologi-
cal children, as may happen with a divorce, may actually 
be less emotionally close within biological relationships 
than within steprelationships (Ganong & Coleman, 2006). 
These results suggest that there may be less role ambigu-
ity for stepparents in simple stepfamilies than complex 
stepfamilies, where there are more uncertainties derived 
from sharing of the role of stepparent between the two 
biological parents.

All in all, the findings suggest that the objective with 
which the simple and complex stepfamilies originate 
might be different. Stepparents in simple stepfamilies 
might make more of an effort to be a “reconstituted nu-
clear family” (Levin, 1997) where stepfamilies present 
themselves as if they were a first-marriage nuclear family. 
In comparison, (step)parents in complex stepfamilies do 
not attempt to reconstitute the family but rather focus on 
their own biological children. In this respect, this step-

family form seems to revolve more around the partner re-
lationship than the family as an institution. The 
steprelationship is created and sustained by a partner rela-
tionship; the primary impetus for contact may be via the 
biological parent. When the partner relationship ends, the 
steprelationship might also end.

From the position that ambivalence is a bridging concept 
between social structure and individual action (Connidis & 
McMullin, 2002), our findings suggest that collective am-
bivalence exists within both stepfamily types; however, the 
impact is different for parents and stepparents within each 
stepfamily type. Collective ambivalence seems to have a 
greater impact on the contact between parents and biologi-
cal children within simple stepfamilies and between step-
parents and stepchildren within complex stepfamilies. There 
is a need to further develop the concept of collective am-
bivalence and incorporate it within a theoretical framework. 
A life course approach (elder, 1998) to the presence of col-
lective ambivalence could bring additional insight. Incorpo-
rating concepts such as family transitions, timing in lives, 
and linked lives could give more direction to how family 
structure histories affect the relationships between parents 
and (step)children within the same family.

We now come to some methodological considerations. 
Although our initial sample was large, the number of fami-
lies with stepchildren was small. This can partly be ex-
plained by the fact that the likelihood of having experienced 
divorce is still rather low among Dutch older adults  
(Liefbroer & Dykstra, 2000). However, it might also be that 
the differences in contact between parents and their (step)
children were underestimated because parents did not iden-
tify the stepchild as such. Underreporting may reflect the 
manner in which people define their families and child rela-
tionships, which suggests that it is important to recognize 
that family structure is subjective but can also change over 
time. White (1998) emphasizes that change and incongruity 
in the reports should not been seen as error but actually give 
meaningful insights into how people define their own fami-
lies. If a measure specifically asking whether there were 
children from prior unions of the partner had been used, the 
number of stepchildren might have been more accurate. Be-
cause we assessed the existence of stepchildren in both a 
varied and a repeated manner, the problem of underestima-
tion was overcome to some extent. Another limitation is that 
we did not have information on the marital history of the 
partner of the respondent. The marital history of both part-
ners is needed to give a complete picture of the complexity 
of family structures. In this respect, it is also relevant to as-
sess whether or not adult children spent time in the same 
household with stepparents, to what extent biological and 
stepchildren spent time in the same household, and the du-
ration of cohabitation.

Although our study shows that many stepchildren had 
regular contact with their stepparents, an important question 
for future research is to what extent older stepparents can 
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actually depend on their stepchildren when they become 
more dependent and need care. As with many other surveys 
conducted in the community, our study included only few 
impaired older individuals. Future researchers may want to 
corroborate our findings for more dependent older parents. 
In this respect a study by Ganong and Coleman (2006), 
based on vignettes, observed that the motivation to help older 
stepparents is largely conditional, with relationship quality 
and the older stepparents’ needs as major considerations. 
Helping a stepparent was mainly perceived as a way to fulfill 
filial obligations to the parent. Furthermore, based on the 
results of our study, we would expect that stepparents who 
become more dependent and need care are more likely to 
receive help from stepchildren within simple stepfamilies 
than within complex families. Finally, given the fact that so 
little is known about later-life steprelationships, it would also 
be of interest whether similar results would be found in coun-
tries where the increase in divorce and remarriage started 
earlier than in the netherlands. Most probably, the number of 
later-life stepfamilies would be higher in these countries, 
and moreover, the norms concerning the contact within these 
stepfamilies might have become more institutionalized.
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