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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

GEORGE L. MADDOX
DUKE UNIVERSITY

M. POWELL LAWTON
PHILADELPHIA GERIATRIC CENTER

This volume intends to highlight for research investigators and scholars current
developments and advances in theory and research about aging, kinship, and
social change. The volume will do that and, we hope, much more. Kinship and
family are two of the most fundamental and persistent interests of the social
and behavioral sciences and, understandably, generate a lot of descriptive mate-
rial. We intend for this volume to be more than just another collection of descrip-
tive reports illustrating differential expressions of different and changing kin-
ship and family patterns across societies. Our interest is in understanding the
relationship between social change and the changing structure of kin relation-
ships. We want to understand better the consequences of observed social change
on kinship arrangements in aging societies, as well as the causes.

Beyond an updating of theory and research on social change and kinship, we
intend to illustrate the complementarity of different disciplinary perspectives
and their styles of research in enhancing our understanding of kinship and social
change. We have consciously included among our authors some newer names
from a variety of disciplines along with some well-known gerontologists. We
have included some experienced performers who can summarize decades of their
own experience and recommend with some confidence what is likely to be on
the research agenda for the next decade. We have juxtaposed investigators who
are comfortable with survey research data characterizing large national popula-
tions, and those who insist gerontologists should concentrate more on the inte-
rior of family relationships in which meaning and the possibility of human
agency in daily living as revealed in intimate observations of families. Field
studies, some argue, are where the action ought to be in research on kinship
and families. In response, we have juxtaposed ethnographic studies of single
societies with comparative sociological studies of many societies. The poten-
tial contributions of sociologists, anthropologists, demographers, economists, and

1



2 MADDOX AND LAWTON

policy analysts are displayed and their contributions to our understanding can
be assessed.

We also encouraged our authors to consider, if they were inclined, the impli-
cations of their findings for social policy analysis, formation and evaluation.
Several of the chapters explore explicitly the relevance of social and behav-
ioral research for understanding policy issues and options. The consequences
of existing social policy, explicit or implicit, and better understanding of how
policies for an aging society might be changed beneficially are also insightfully
explored.

WHAT WE KNOW ABOUT SOCIAL CHANGE AND KINSHIP

Almost three decades have passed since Ethel Shanas and Gordon Streib edited
their notable volume Social Structure and the Family (1965). The authors, writ-
ing in that volume, were quite aware that persistent and rather rapid social change
was continuing to differentiate the ways in which kinship institutions and fami-
lies were structured and how they functioned. Although noting the extensive
differentiation of family form and generational relationships three decades ago,
these scholars dismissed the common predictions that existed then about dimin-
ishing kinship bonds or the decreased importance of families in everyday life
of older adults in aging societies. Rather, they stressed evidence of creative
individual and societal coping and adaptation as reflected in several useful con-
cepts that are still in use today—revokable detachment and intimacy at a dis-
tance. Older members of families in all observed societies can, to a remarkable
degree, depend on the bonds of kinship to ensure reliable emotional and instru-
mental support, even when social change is extensive and rapid.

A decade later Ethel Shanas (1979) noted, contrary to commonsense predic-
tion, the persistence of the mythology of abandonment of older kin by families.
The explanation of this persistence is not found in empirical evidence from any
society, Shanas reaffirmed, even those societies experiencing rapid social change
and often described in an earlier literature as modernized. The authors of this
Annual Review clearly perceive that, although the venerable myth of abandon-
ment is encountered occasionally, it is no longer interesting to scholars and
research investigators. Current interest is not on whether groups bonded by kin-
ship persist but how and why they adapt as effectively as they do in response to
societal change.

THE COMPLEMENTARITY OF DISCIPLINARY PERSPECTIVES

For this volume we sought authors who do not publish exclusively or even pri-
marily in gerontological journals. We have noted in the past a tendency of
behavioral and social scientist who publish in gerontological journals not to
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reference research on aging published in disciplinary journals (Maddox, 1978).
The explanation of this cannot be that relevant research is not published else-
where. Similarly, when one reads research on aging issues published in non-
gerontological journals, disciplinary authors return the favor; few references to
gerontological journals are observed. Test this generalization in your own
experience. Begin by noting the distribution of the references to recognizable
gerontological and other publications in the disciplinary journals you read most
often. Then note the references in the chapters of this volume which, we hope,
will broaden your horizons a bit.

A COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE

Fair comparisons are the essence of scientific and scholarly inquiry. A com-
parative perspective is clearly featured in this volume in a variety of ways. This
perspective is illustrated by attention to social change and kinship issues vari-
ously in the Americas, in Europe, and, to a more limited degree, in the Pacific
Rim. The volume does not promise full geographic coverage of kinship and
social change but rather enough breadth to establish that some of the effects of
social change on institutions of kinship are worldwide. Although some conver-
gence in adaptation to social change is documented in the comparative analy-
ses reported in this volume, differential responses are evident across societies.
This is an important observation. We have known for a long time that a variety
of observed familial arrangements and forms of kin networking apparently pro-
vide or facilitate workable arrangement of essential support and services for
older adults. Contemporary research continues to document that a variety of
kinship arrangements still appear to be tolerably effective in affirming inter-
generational solidarity and essential intergenerational support.

DIFFERENTIATION, MODIFIABILITY, AND PUBLIC POLICY

Social and behavioral gerontology have historically been deliberately multi-
disciplinary and activist (Maddox & Wiley, 1976). This characterization prob-
ably has a relatively simple explanation. Astute observers of older people in
naturalistic community settings a half-century ago could not take seriously the
proposition that the observed varieties of older people and of the experience of
aging was reducible to biology or, more generally, reducible to the theory of
any particular scientific discipline for that matter. The observed differentiation
of aging processes and outcomes both within and between societies required
explanation, and an obvious explanation was that differential opportunity and
access to essential social resources are associated with differential longevity and
the experience of well-being. An obvious inference follows such an observa-
tion. One should expect that some aspects of aging processes and the experi-
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ence of aging are modifiable through purposive interventions as obvious as
income maintenance, access to health care, access to housing, and opportuni-
ties for education. Social policies in aging societies, explicit or implicit, are
expressions of politically consensual notions about the appropriateness of pur-
posive interventions intended to facilitate aging well among adults as they grow
older (Maddox, 1987).

In this volume the different social policies of societies with aging popula-
tions are implicitly, sometimes explicitly, factored into comparative analysis of
kinship and families and their consequences. Several chapters address policy
issues and the uses of research evidence to assist in policy formation or policy
evaluation. The assumption that aging processes are modifiable and perhaps so
through social policy and purposive interventions is explicit in several chapters
of this volume.

CLARIFYING CONCEPTS

In various chapters the importance of conceptual clarity in discussions of kin-
ship is stressed and illustrated. When we decided to focus this volume on kin-
ship, social change, and aging, we deliberately chose kinship over family as a
key word. Kinship, we thought, evoked a notion of the structure of a particular
type of human bond in a broader more emotionally neutral way than family,
which we felt was more likely to evoke the stereotypic notion of the nuclear
family (mother, father, and minor children) familiar in the United States. We
reckoned without the powerful linguistic preference of our authors, who insisted
on referring in chapter titles and discussion to family. Understanding what authors
mean by family or kinship and how they operationalize these concepts in research
is essential for readers.

As editors we let discretion rule and have allowed authors to discuss family
and kinship as though they are interchangeable. We remind readers, however,
that kinship refers fundamentally to a complex, but pervasive, type of human
bonding related to lineages across generations that has taken many different
forms historically and continues to do so across contemporary societies. We do
warn readers against assuming we can refer to the family as though there has
ever been or is now a universal expression of a single form of bonding among
kin in aging societies or in any other.

Soldo and Hill's view of exchange currencies between generations (time,
space, and money) suggests further amplification, for example, with affective
exchange as a fourth currency. Affective exchange and affective solidarity are
mentioned in several of the chapters and are important issues for anthropolo-
gists and other scholars who emphasize the qualitative outcomes of exchange
relationships. The currency of affective exchange may elude simple measure-
ment but the importance of operationalizing the concept is evident.
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THE SOCIOCULTURAL EMBEDDEDNESS
OF FAMILY AND KINSHIP

The interconnectedness of kinship structures, the workplace, and the practical
politics of resource allocation through public policy is a recurrent theme in this
volume. The theme is as prominent in the chapters written both by anthropolo-
gists and those written by social scientists. The chapter by Tannenbaum fea-
tures the dimensions of this institutional interconnectedness in her discussion
of policy development in aging societies.

HIGHLIGHTS OF THE CHAPTERS

When a topic such as kinship is addressed by a group as diverse as that of the
authors of this volume, one of the rewards is the many views of similar phe-
nomena portrayed in the chapters. Although a sociological perspective is domi-
nant in the volume, the perspectives of demographers, economists, anthropolo-
gists, and political scientists are evident as well. Although each chapter has a
unique message, cumulatively the chapters provide complementary insights from
research illustrating different contexts in which authors assess similar data. An
overview of highlights in the volume will focus on the chapters in each section.
Within this overview a number of cross-cutting themes will be evident.

Theory and Research

Vern Bengtson and Merril Silverstein provide a traditional characterization of
developmental phases in the study of social change, kinship, and aging. In this
characterization the aged are described as traditionally revered in premodern
societies; with the social changes that produce modern technological societies,
the putatively isolated elderly, and the vulnerable care-receiving frail aged are
increasingly at risk. Aging, however, does not produce homogeneity. Current
scientific emphasis is clearly on diversity of families with elders and on the differ-
ential "family values" of elders. Development in ways of thinking about families
found in academic publications in recent decades are presented in some detail in
the next chapter by Victor Marshall, Sarah Matthews, and Carolyn Rosenthal.

The bulk of Bengtson and Silverstein's chapter portrays several themes that
have preoccupied and will continue to preoccupy contemporary gerontologists.
These themes begin with highlighting the heterogeneity and diversity of fami-
lies in aging societies illustrated variously by age distributions, gender, ethnicity,
marital status, migration, fertility, and intergenerational co-residence. Other
major themes are the diversity and reciprocity of social support across genera-
tions; changing patterns of health, illness, and longevity in aging populations;
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the political and policy conflicts generated by the issue of intergenerational
equity and justice. These themes reappear in the chapters that follow.

Bengtson and Silverstein show how each of these themes relates to social
issues of the present and they suggest new theory and methods to be applied to
each. For example, heterogeneity in family structure illustrated by gender,
ethnicity, and generational differentiation have only very recently been recog-
nized as a dominant focus for the emerging agenda for research in aging in the
decade ahead. Future changes in population aging forecasts by present demo-
graphic data will demand an increase in research that recognizes heterogeneity
of aging populations. Other topics in need of much more probing inquiry
include social support, which although certainly an overdone topic, is nonethe-
less strangely lacking in research that probes the dynamic processes underlying
alternative strategies of support. Bengtson and Silverstein's conclusions regarding
key issues on the research agenda are confirmed substantially by the chapters
that follow.

Chapter 2 presents a theoretical and methodological critique of overdepen-
dence on social survey research in research on kinship and families in aging
societies. Marshall, Matthews, and Rosenthal argue persuasively in favor of the
use of structural concepts, of treating families as social groups, and of using
new methodologies that go beyond survey questions to explore the interpersonal
interiors of kin groupings. Their very clear distinctions among related concepts
of social structure, social systems, culture, and personal meaning illustrate the
focus of their conceptual and methodological interests. Despite the fact that
families and kinship groups are social aggregates, most of the relevant litera-
ture has applied the methods of study that focus on individuals, to the detri-
ment of our ability to learn about the special properties of families as dynamic
social groups. Research on personal meaning in later life requires that one know
the individuals; yet even here, one must understand how personal meaning arises
from and is shaped through social interaction. Such an approach, which places
individuals in the context of families, has the best chance of displaying the
complex patterns by which the individual and the aggregate interact in every-
day life, these authors argue. This chapter ends with some concrete suggestions
about how typologies of families may assist in studies of whole families.

The Changing Balance of Work and Family

This section focuses explicitly on work and family, beginning in Chapter 3 with
Angela O'Rand and Emily Agree's analysis of work and family as objects of
social policy and their reflections on social change studied comparatively in a
broad range of contemporary industrial societies. History and current research
both reveal a major change in the relation between work and the family. The
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change has occurred at many levels, including that of gender stratification.
The prototype model early in this century (the "Fordist—Henry, that is"—model)
produced in the long-term dependence of families on the workplace; further,
it increased the likelihood that such dependence would be accompanied by an
extended, perhaps lifelong, employment for males. Gaps in such continuity
for males, if they occurred, were often filled by support from the extended
family. In the present, in contrast, women are increasingly in the workplace,
there is less dependable assistance from an extended family, and careers and
the implied commitments of the workplace to workers have decreased. The costs
of such changes are perhaps compensated in part by growing gender equity
and the beginning of greater flexibility in working conditions of both males and
females. Just how one assesses the balance of these changes is debatable and
debated.

O'Rand and Agree see emerging a "new moral economy" and an evolving
"familial corporation," that intertwine familial and work processes in new ways
reflecting the evolving contemporary social order. They conclude that the cen-
tral government probably must play a role in maintaining quality control to
enhance satisfaction of both private-corporate and individual needs as new work
and family arrangements emerge. Hope for satisfaction of both corporate and
individual needs will be facilitated by a "communitarianism" perspective
regarding public-private interaction as a new moral economy emerges.

The same basic topic is treated from a Canadian perspective by Anne Martin
Matthews and Carolyn Rosenthal in Chapter 4. Compared to O'Rand and Agree's
social historical and comparative approach, Martin Matthews and Rosenthal
review current research in Canada bearing on the way work and family inter-
act, with special emphasis on family responsibility for caregiving. The demo-
graphic forces reviewed in the two chapters affirm the similarity of experience
in North America. New survey data from the authors' own work and other
Canadian sources document many of the structural features noted by O'Rand
and Agree about how work and family roles are combined.

Martin Matthews and Rosenthal make a useful distinction between job prob-
lems and personal problems, reminding us of the generality of, and therefore
the social policy relevance of, some of the potential conflicts between work
and family roles. They point up particularly the disadvantages faced by women
and the very limited benefits yet experienced by women in the workplace. As
do other authors in this volume, Matthews and Rosenthal conclude that the joint
prevalence of high levels of multigenerational responsibility of women for
caregiving to both an older and a younger generation is, fortunately, low. Prob-
lem solving on a national level through public policy, thus, must concentrate
on a small but highly needy group of women coping with very high multigen-
erational caregiving demands and work-related decisions. No single, simple,
effective solutions for such problems are evident currently.



8 MADDOX AND LAWTON

Comparative Ethnographic Accounts of Kinship and Social Change

The Canadian experience in balancing changing patterns of work and family
responsibilities is followed by two other chapters with a comparative interna-
tional focus, this time from an anthropological perspective. Charlotte Ikels (Chap-
ter 5) writes about how older Chinese fare differently in China, Hong Kong,
and in the United States. Like the authors of the preceding chapters, Ikels empha-
sizes the fluid nature of the relationship between work and family and different
perspectives on the responsibility of families and of the state for older mem-
bers. Like O'Rand and Agree, she finds a close relationship between how the
members of families fare and the political goals of the state. Very different
support practices occur in urban as compared to rural areas of China, and
observed practices exhibit a clear connection with the policies and the perceived
expense of services the state is willing to support. For example, because of the
Chinese central government's debt to its worker constituency, most centralized
benefits go to retired urban workers. But, because of their policy position on
limiting birth, the state in China must take special pain to provide for childless
elders. In this context, traditional values regarding intrafamilial exchange have
been modified and applied differently in urban and rural areas. By contrast, most
social policy involving older adults in Hong Kong has emphasized independence,
minimized state assistance, and sought to amplify the felt compulsion of fami-
lies to provide the safety net for members. One expects that the experience of
Chinese in the United States will progressively become similar to the experi-
ence of Chinese in Hong Kong.

Stanley Brandes, writing about aging and intergenerational relations in Spain
and Spanish America (Mexico), focuses on poor, peasant-economy towns in two
countries as a locii in Chapter 6. As an ethnographer, Brandes has experienced
living in the communities he described, thus provides first-hand knowledge of
the processes and the affective aspects of intergenerational exchanges in kin
groups experiencing social change. He notes a central aspect of obscure inter-
generational exchange: It is impossible, he writes, to overlook that people who
love one another also calculate more or less openly the tangible benefits to be
derived from their kinship ties. Differences in exchange practices are particu-
larly notable within a household. In the Mexican town he describes, Brandes
notes rules of inheritance that specify a succession of coresidences beginning
with the first-to-marry son, replaced by those who marry later, until the young-
est son, who bears ultimate and often longest responsibility for the parents,
inherits the home on the parents' death. In the Spanish town, elders live empty-
nest style after children marry; but when assistance becomes necessary, a rota-
tional system is established requiring children actually to move to the parents'
home, sharing care responsibilities successively over a year. Brandes concludes
that, even as the state begins to assume greater responsibility for the aged and
some of the mechanics of family assistance change, the result will nevertheless
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be one in which family cohesiveness is likely to remain greater in Mexico and
Spain than in the United States.

Changing Patterns of Kinship Exchange and Assistance

The theme of change continues in the chapters by Dennis Hogan and Laura
Spencer (Chapter 7) and by Beth Soldo and Martha Hill (Chapter 8). Hogan
and Spencer provide a demographic overview relevant to their topic using a
recently available new dataset. The newness of the 1986-1987 supplements to
the International Social Survey Program's (ISSP) national surveys justifies the
space given to the original data analysis in this chapter. Similarity of demo-
graphic changes—especially ones toward decreased mortality and decreased
fertility—are the basis for choosing the United States, Australia, West Germany,
Great Britain, Austria, Hungary, and Italy to study comparatively. These data
provide additional confirmation of many of the traditional conclusions about
the continuing importance and availability of family interaction as populations
age.

The Hogan and Spencer study examines why the structure of kinship (gen-
erational kin, lateral kin, other kin, and no kin) and the person's position in the
kinship structure are predictors of an individual's expectancy that help will be
forthcoming from any number of named kin, friends, formal sources, and others
for assistance with household tasks, illness, financial aid, interpersonal prob-
lems, depression, and advice. Although the details of the results add much new
cross-national information confirming many previous generalizations, the data
also reveal differences in kinship support patterns observed among Americans,
differences that are understandable in light of differences in policies regarding
state-supported financial assistance. Notable among their findings is the rela-
tive unimportance of differences in kin structures for either the actual preva-
lence or even the expectations of older adults about assistance from kin.

Soldo and Hill bring the volume back conceptually to the overviews of
Bengtson and Silverstein and especially of Marshall, Matthews, and Rosenthal
in their emphasis on clear conceptualization of social support in aging research.
Specifically, in their integration of demographic, economic, and social-psycho-
logical perspectives on generational exchange, Soldo and Hill provide an
extremely useful conceptual framework for differentiating types of assistance
that will advance future research. Their chapter title, "Intergenerational Trans-
fers," emphasizes the interrelatedness and reciprocity of three media of trans-
fer—money, time (assistance), and space (housing). They further organize their
inquiry into this tripartite view of transfer into questions of the direction of the
transfer (giving versus receiving), generation, and time (period of lifespan when
transfers occur). In the process they discuss a variety of topics such as theories
of transfer, motives for transfer, and many empirical findings on the nature of

9
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different types of transfers. As noted by other authors in this volume, the flow
of transfers in all currencies is strongly from parent to child, with moderation
of the flow as the family cycle, age, and health change. Throughout their analysis
the complexity of the effects and the importance of allowing alternatives to the
usual pattern of flow to be considered are stressed. Their conclusion that the
attempt to comprehend transfers must always include knowledge of the "needs,
resources, and competing claims" on the multiple members of the kinship and
related groups is particularly important.

The Future of Kin Relationships

The concluding section appropriately focuses on the future from two very dif-
ferent perspectives. Peter Uhlenberg (Chapter 9) explores predictions of the future
of kin relationships using presently available demographic data while Sandra
Tannenbaum (Chapter 10) treats recent sociopolitical phenomena as knowledge
essential for understanding where future social policy might or is likely to go.

Uhlenberg's use of demographic data emphasizes how some aspects of future
kinship structure are already determined, or will be certain to be influenced by
past behavior, particularly fertility. Migration, geographic distribution, and kin
structure are processes with potential effects on the kin relationships of the future.
The major thrust of Uhlenberg's analysis revolves around a contrast between
"the standard account" of the changing demography's effect on kin relations
and an account revised in terms of more detailed analyses of past behaviors
and projections into the future. Demographic data cited by many investigators
can be interpreted to suggest a growing scarcity of kin available to older people.
Some weaknesses in such a conclusion are identified by Uhlenberg, who sug-
gests on the contrary that mobility is decreasing; that childlessness among elders
will decrease for a number of decades; that family forms will become more
diverse; that projections based on sheer numbers (for example, number of chil-
dren available) are more useful than a critical value (for example, having one
or two children); that projected changes in proportions of unusual forms (such
as five-generation families) cannot be interpreted without reference to their
population prevalence. After reading Uhlenberg's chapter one will have a much
more accurate picture of the types and the magnitude of expectable changes in
kin relationships in the United States. He ends by acknowledging that some likely
changes will be problematic. First, the negative, isolating aspects of family
diversity, particularly an increasing proportion of aged males only loosely con-
nected to kin groupings, may result in loosened ties with kin generally. Sec-
ond, Uhlenberg wonders whether the normative expectations of support for
parents by children of the baby-boom cohort may be eroded by the sociocultural
stresses associated with population age distribution and the changed ratio of
supporting and supported family members.
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The final chapter, "Kinship and public policy in an aging society" consti-
tutes this volume's most direct treatment of the sociopolitics of kin and care-
giving functions. Like Uhlenberg, Tannenbaum begins with the proposition:
"family policy is about families first." Much of the caregiving literature reviewed
does not reflect this elemental expectation. Public policy tends to focus on indi-
viduals, not on families. Our usual concern tends to focus on demonstrating that
policy initiatives to assist older individuals do not result in public services that
substitute for existing family service exchanges when formal assistance is added.
Tannenbaum suggests that most of the literature addressing the issue of sub-
stitution is reassuring. The availability of services for elders with problems
affects the well-being of both individuals and families favorably. She cautions
that this is only one question to be addressed by policy, important as it may be.
Adequate policy for an aging society must also consider the social and political
institutions that form the context within which family caregiving occurs, par-
ticularly issues of work, income, and health.

In addressing the larger issues of how different social policies intersect,
Tannenbaum reviews some of the writings from the "critical" school in geron-
tological policy analysis. This perspective has called attention to family poli-
cies as tools of interest groups whose objective may be to reduce the level of
governmental and business costs traceable to public programs for older adults.
The interests of the aging family as well as the aging individual suffer from hav-
ing family policy perceived primarily as the means of economic cost reduction
rather than the means for improved well being of older adults and their families.

Tannenbaum's own position is that the benefits of aging policies are deter-
mined partly by the basic philosophy of the program proposed. In universal
programs (e.g., Social Security and Medicare) the family is benefited. In means-
tested programs (e.g., Medicaid and SSI), there are frequently disincentives for
family care. Home care represents a more ambiguous situation, in which the
family is sometimes benefited and sometimes penalized by public policy as
conflicting goals of economic and social well-being of the larger society arise.
Her suggestions are to turn long-term care into a universal program that mixes
formal and informal care according to the needs and preferences of family and
elder.

In sum, these chapters reveal instructively the dynamics of kin relationships
responding in complex but effective ways to social change as the world's popu-
lation ages.
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Gerontology is a relatively young science, and the first empirical studies focus-
ing on family issues associated with aging were published only a half-century
ago. In the history of science this is an extremely short time frame in which to
develop knowledge concerning specific phenomena. To establish empirical gen-
eralizations, develop relevant conceptual groupings, construct and test hypotheses,
and suggest theories to explain empirical regularities, each is a crucial step in
the process of scientific knowledge-development, and each takes time to develop.

Nevertheless the social changes experienced during recent decades regarding
aging—principally demographic, with attendant socioeconomic and policy con-
sequences—have focused attention on the problems of families and aging to an
unprecedented degree. First, as Rosow (1965) noted, there were questions of
the social integration of the aged—when kin were not the primary source of
integration and support, as in "traditional" societies. Second, as Shanas (1979)
described it, there was the "hydra-headed" stereotype of American elders iso-
lated from or abandoned by their kin—a stereotype quite unsupported by the
accumulating research studies to date. Third, there was the emerging issue of
elder caregiving, particularly by the "generation in the middle" (Brody, 1985):
females caught up between demands by elderly parents and parents-in-law, and
their own children. Fourth, there was the theme of increasing diversity and
heterogeneity among America's aging families (Bengtson, Rosenthal & Burton,
1990), suggesting that more attention be given to alternative forms of family
and generational structure reflected in our society's current demographic com-
position. Finally, there are the policy and political issues concerning "family
values" that briefly became such a partisan focus during the 1992 presidential
campaign—until nonpartisan questions about what was meant by "family" and
"values" suggested that the framing of this issue was meaningless.

15
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During this period, thoughtful reviews of the relevant research literature on
the topic of family and aging were crafted by Troll (1971), Sussman (1976), Streib
and Beck (1980), Brubaker (1991a), and Mancini and Blieszner (1989). In addi-
tion several books were published that focused on specific themes regarding aging
and the family or that were seminal in teaching about the aging family: Troll,
Miller, and Atchley (1979); Brubaker (1991b); Mangen, Bengtson, and Landry
(1988); Bengtson and Robertson (1985); Mancini and Blieszner (1989).

Any systematic review of the publications cited previously, and of the subse-
quent chapters of this Annual Review of Gerontology and Geriatrics volume,
will suggest the following conclusion: Despite the short history of empirical
research on families and aging, we have accumulated to date (a) many empiri-
cal generalizations; (b) several conceptual groupings of results; (c) some plau-
sible hypotheses; and (d) few theories to explain phenomena.

In this chapter we want to provide both an overview of previous research
themes on aging and the family, and a preview of agendas that we suspect future
researchers will be addressing in the early decades of the 21st century of geron-
tological studies about the family. We have organized our review in terms of
seven topics that are emerging as scholars turn their attention to problems of
families, aging, and social change: (a) heterogeneity and diversity in aging fami-
lies; (b) the demographic context of aging and families; (c) social supports and
aging families; (d) health issues and aging family members; (e) crises and com-
petencies as negotiated by aging families; (f) political and policy conflicts over
"generational justice"; and (g) conceptual and theoretical tools needed to develop
better knowledge about the aging family.

HETEROGENEITY AND DIVERSITY AMONG AGING FAMILIES

Although research on families and aging in the 1980s produced many impor-
tant findings, perhaps the single most important new theme to emerge has been
the awareness of the heterogeneity in contemporary American family organiza-
tion patterns, and the consequent diversity of family supports, problems, and
potentials for family elders (see the review by Bengtson, Rosenthal & Burton,
1990). This new awareness of diversity can be seen in four specific areas (sum-
marized subsequently); it constitutes what we believe will be the primary research
agenda for the early 21st century of family researchers in aging.

Diversity by Age: From "Pyramid" to "Bean-Pole" Family Structure

It must be recognized that today's elderly Americans, particularly those who
were born 70, 80, and 90 years ago, are growing older in families that are quali-
tatively and quantitatively different from those of their grandparents' genera-
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tion. This can be seen in terms of both the structure and the duration of family
roles and relationships (Cherlin & Furstenberg, 1986; Uhlenberg, 1978; Wells,
1982). For example, unlike the two- and three-generation family structure typi-
cal of their predecessors, with four or five siblings in each generation, today
and tomorrow's elderly are more likely to be part of four- (and occasionally
five-) generation families, with many fewer members per generation of siblings.

This new modal pattern of intergenerational structure has been termed the
"beanpole family" (Bengtson, Rosenthal, & Burton, 1990). The product of dual
demographic changes of declining mortality and declining fertility, it has also
been called "verticalization" (Hagestad, 1986; Knipscheer, 1988). Although only
one of several intergenerational structures characterizing contemporary fami-
lies (see later discussion), it is probably the most striking example of the new
diversity, by age, of intergenerational forms. Although having fewer children
and living longer has many implications for old age, perhaps the most impor-
tant is the lengthened time spent in intergenerational family roles. The contrast
to earlier periods is striking: In 1980, for example, women spent four times the
number of years as a daughter with both parents alive than did women more
than a century ago (Watkins, Menken, & Bongaarts, 1987). In Canada, about
2% of those older than age 60 in 1960 had living parents; by 2200, when those
born in 1960 will themselves be 60, almost 25% will have living parents (Gee,
1987).

Diversity by Gender

A second aspect of diversity receiving increased attention concerns gender dif-
ferences in family roles and relationships through life (Rossi, 1984). Women
are the primary "kinkeepers" (Rosenthal, 1985) as well as "caregivers" of depen-
dent elders (Gatz, Blum, & Bengtson, 1990). Later in this chapter we comment
on gender differences in social support and health behaviors. For now, we wish
to point to only those implications of extended life-span for gender contrasts in
family roles and relationships.

One gender contrast involves the duration of time spent in parental and
grandparental roles. With median age of entry to grandparenthood estimated at
45 years (Sprey & Matthews, 1982) many women today will spend more than
half their lives as grandmothers. Because women outlive men by about 7 years,
and marry later than women, many men die before they experience durations
in family roles comparable with females. Second, widowhood is experienced
more frequently, and for longer periods, for women than for men: 46% of women
versus 11% of men are widows at age 70 (Sweet & Bumpass, 1987). Third,
remarriage—whether after widowhood or following divorce—is more likely for
men than women, with the differential by gender becoming greater at each birth-
day (Uhlenberg, 1980).
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Diversity by Family Forms and Structure

In addition to the increase in "bean-pole" families and changes in the duration
of family roles for women and men, the social and demographic changes in the
last half-century have produced several variable patterns in intergenerational
family structure and roles. These include the following:

1. Age-condensed intergenerational patterns: Teenage pregnancy often occurs
across multiple generations, which as Burton (1985) has described can
result in age differences of 15 to 18 years between each of five or six
generations. Although this may characterize a minority of intergenerational
kinships, it is an important and unprecedented development.

2. Age-gapped intergenerational patterns: Delayed parenting creates the op-
posite pattern. In families of professional women the age distance between
generations may be 35 to 40 years, as described by Troll (1985).

3. Childlessness: The rate of voluntary childlessness appears to be steadily
increasing (Parke, 1988), which means the options for receiving care in
old age may become quite limited (Bengtson et al., 1990).

4. Step-parenting and step-grandparenting: One out of every two Americans
will divorce and remarry; of these, one in five will divorce and remarry
again (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1987). This has many implications for
intergenerational family life (Aldous, 1987; Matthews, 1987), which have
only begun to be studied.

5. Gay and lesbian couplehood: A growing body of research documents alter-
native family forms in old age, of which the most common may be same-
sex couplehood (Allen, 1989, 1992; Hubbard, 1992). Their consequences
for intergenerational and kin relationships across the life course have only
begun to be investigated.

6. Matriarchal family patterns: Particularly among poverty-level and some
ethnic/racial minority groups, the matriarchal intergenerational structure
may be the most common family structure. For example, half of all births
to black women in 1986 occurred to women who were not married (U.S.
Bureau of Census, 1987). Older black women are called on often by their
daughters and granddaughters to serve as the "other parent" for their chil-
dren (Burton, 1990). Older women are more likely to share a household,
and to assist with childrearing and economic pressures of single parent-
hood (Wilson, 1987). The intergenerational consequences of such matri-
archal patterns are only beginning to be examined (Burton, Dilworth-
Anderson, & Bengtson, 1992).

7. Sibling-based family patterns: Among today's cohorts of elderly, almost
as many have surviving siblings as have surviving children (Shanas &
Hineman, 1982). Their patterns of interaction can be described in terms
of family solidarity (see the reviews by Bengtson, Rosenthal, & Burton,
1990; Cicirelli, 1985; Connidis, 1989; Gold, 1989; Martin-Matthews, 1987).


