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Relations between Grandparents and Grandchildren in the
Context of the Family System

Oliver Arranz Becker, Anja Steinbach

Abstract: The demographic change which has taken place in recent decades, and
in particular the considerable increase in life expectancy, has resulted in intergen-
erational relationships that are lasting much longer. Despite the increase in people’s
median age at first child birth, members of different generations now have the op-
portunity to live together for periods that are unparalleled in human history. Espe-
cially the medical and technical progress has led to grandparents being increasingly
capable in both health and cognitive terms at an advanced age that they provide
active support for their children and grandchildren in many ways. This article ad-
dresses the question to what extent the relationship potentials - also against the
background of modernisation processes within society (e.g. increasing demands as
to mobility, problems in reconciling family and work) - are transformed into actual
support by grandparents for the grandchildren’s generation. The analyses are based
on data from the parents of the primary respondents (“anchor persons”) in the Ger-
man Family Panel (Beziehungs- und Familienpanel - pairfam, 2nd wave 2009/2010,
parents’ questionnaire) with a grandchild aged between 8 and 15. The significance
of various factors influencing the strength of relationships between grandparents
and their grandchildren is empirically examined. Firstly, social-structural character-
istics and family-related attitudes on the part of the members of the various genera-
tions are considered, and secondly, various family members’ personal and social re-
sources. Allin all, it is revealed that grandparent-grandchild relationships are largely
independent from personal resources such as employment status, but that they are
associated with social resources, that is the relationships between grandparents
and parents, as well as with grandparents’ partnership status. Moreover, there are
pronounced regional differences (i.e., stronger grandparent-grandchild relations in
Eastern Germany) and a positive impact of familialism.
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1 Introduction

Grandparent-grandchild relationships form a major part of the solidarity and rela-
tionship structure within families; this was already documented by initial research
work roughly fifty years ago (Neugarten/Weinstein 1964). Most studies have found
that grandparents see their role positively. Furthermore, a positive identity as a
grandparent, as well as close ties between grandparents and grandchildren, pro-
mote well-being (Kaufman/Elder 2003) and mental health (e.g. a greater self esteem
and a less pronounced tendency towards depression) among grandparents (Kivnick
1982; Reitzes/Mutran 2004) and grandchildren (Ruiz/Silverstein 2007). The fact that,
nonetheless, relatively little research into grandparent-grandchild relationships had
been carried out until only a few years ago (Uh/endorff 2003) is due in part to the
fact that a prolonged phase of life as a grandparent is a relatively recent phenom-
enon in historical terms. Using data from the German Socio-Economic Panel, Lau-
terbach (2002) is able to show that it is only since the mid-20th century that the
lifetime shared by grandparents and grandchildren could generally be expected to
range between two and three decades. Prior to that time, independent and recipro-
cal grandparent-grandchild relationships that were separate from the middle gen-
eration (cf. Robertson 1975) tended to be the exception. This demographic increase
in the significance of grandparent-grandchild relationships (cf. Grinheid/Scharein
2011) has not been compensated for by the postponement of births in the life course
or by the age gap between the generations which the latter has caused (Hépflinger/
Hummel 2007).

Research in this field has been subdivided into several sections: Whilst the early
work initially dealt with describing behavioural expectations towards grandparents,
and thus with grandparents’ roles (Neugarten/Weinstein 1964; Robertson 1977),
more recent work increasingly focuses on the specific nature of these roles in the
sense of interactions and mutual perceptions of grandchildren and their grandpar-
ents (Werner/Lowenstein/Katz 1998), so that a dyadic perspective is opened up for
the first time (Sz/inovacz 1998). Thereby, the recent literature connects to work on
the dynamics of family relationships (e.g. the framework model of intergenerational
solidarity, cf. Bengtson 2001), in which various aspects of intergenerational rela-
tionships between adults are examined. Current studies, finally, take up a family-
systemic perspective in which several dyads per family (e.g. grandparent-parent
and grandparent-grandchild relationships) and their interdependencies are simul-
taneously observed (e.g. Monserud 2008). Thereby, a real multi-level perspective
is introduced in which relational, individual and family-related influences on inter-
generational relationships can be modelled (Szinovacz 1998). This article adds to
this by investigating the ways in which grandparent-grandchild relationships are
embedded into the social family context. In addition to the influence of individual
determinants, it is to be clarified what role further (intergenerational and lateral)
relationships within the family system play for the cohesion between grandparents
and their grandchildren.
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2 Influences on the relationship between grandparents and
grandchildren: A theoretical systematisation

This article deals with the structure of intergenerational relationships between
grandparents (G1) and their grandchildren (G3) of child and juvenile age. To describe
the content of the relationship, reference is made to the works of the work group led
by Vern L. Bengtson (Bengtson 2001; Bengtson/Olander/Haddad 1976; Bengtson/
Roberts 1991). The starting point of the considerations of Bengtson and his col-
leagues was the question of how intergenerational cohesion is achieved against
the background of societal and social changes in modern industrial societies (e.g.
increasing ageing, increasing demands on work-related flexibility).

The model of intergenerational solidarity distinguishes between six (later sev-
en) aspects and dimensions: (1) associative solidarity, which especially relates to
the extent and the nature of contacts; (2) affective solidarity, i.e. the perception
of emotional closeness; (3) functional solidarity, which includes mutual support;
(4) structural solidarity, that is the (family) structural opportunities; (5) normative
solidarity, i.e. the affirmation of family values; (6) consensual solidarity, that is the
level of agreement between the generations when it comes to attitudes and values,
as well as (7) conflicts between the generations (Giarrusso et al. 2005). The first
three dimensions are especially relevant to this article, and are also regarded as
being central in the relevant literature (cf. Szydl/ik 2000: 38; Bengtson/Roberts 1991;
Rossi/Rossi 1990: 266-296). Since, however, there is no consensus as to the causal
order of these three aspects (Steinbach 2010: 224), they are treated below as one
construct.

Like all social relationships, grandparent-grandchild relationships are also sub-
ject to specific social conditions which both promote and limit action. Thus, in his
heuristic model of intergenerational familial solidarity Szyd/ik (2000: 43) distinguish-
es between opportunity structures, need structures, family structures and cultural-
contextual structures. Since opportunities and needs vitally depend on the indi-
vidual resources available (Szyd/ik 2000: 44), it is useful to consider resources in the
systematisation of the determinants of grandparent-grandchild relationships. As
a distinction vis-a-vis Szydlik’s model, we therefore distinguish between personal
and social resources. Personal resources include time, but also health and human
capital factors (income or education), which can be contributed to, or “invested”
in, the grandparent-grandchild relationship. Social resources relate to the potential
and actual support within the family network. If these are not available (for instance
if ties between the grandparents’ and parents’ generation are weak), this may im-
pinge upon grandparent-grandchild relationships. There are now many research
findings available on the impact of personal resources, but the effects of social re-
sources have been largely unexplored so far. In addition to the available resources,
normative influences in the shape of familial values and attitudes, as well as social
structural determinants (e.g. gender, regional affiliation) should also be taken into
account. Whilst the resources are linked to the need and opportunity structures in
Szydlik’s model, the social structural and normative factors mentioned correspond
to the familial and cultural-contextual structures (cf. Szyd/ik 2000: 43-52).



546 -+ Oliver Arranz Becker, Anja Steinbach

The theoretical mechanisms and empirical findings on these groups of influenc-
ing factors will be discussed below, in each case the state of research on the indi-
vidual factors will be dealt with briefly.

2.1 Personal resources

When analysing family dyads or interaction systems, effects of personal resources
of all persons involved (at least of the provider and recipient of support) are relevant
in theoretical terms. As to the provider of support (in this article primarily the grand-
parents), one may initially expect personal resources to lead to a strengthening of
intergenerational solidarity, all other things being equal. If one takes a closer look,
however, the theoretical mechanisms are more complex: It is possible to presume,
firstly, that the availability of resources (for instance money) generally facilitates
grandparent-grandchild relationships (e.g. they can afford to undertake activities
together). Insofar as the acquisition of resources (for instance through employment)
uses time resources, however, one may presume the existence of a substitutional
relationship of different types of resources (cf. Friedman/Hechter/Kreager 2008: 45).
This may lead to antagonistic effects which can only be separated from one another
when using multivariate analyses.

The outlined reasoning, albeit implicitly, stems from the perspective of inter-
generational solidarity, which stresses the social integrative and pacifying nature
of intergenerational relationships as “hidden connections” (Bengtson/Harootyan
1994) within society. As a contrast to this, Friedman, Hechter and Kreager (2008)
pursue a Rational Choice (RC) perspective when arguing consistently that individu-
als maximise their benefit, which leads to some opposing predictions (for a com-
parison between the two theoretical perspectives cf. Fertig 2005). Because of their
advanced age, it is presumed that grandparents increasingly face the problem of
how to reduce their welfare-related uncertainty at the end of their lives. Against this
background, grandparents’ commitment towards their grandchildren appears to be
a rational decision concerning “differential investment in grandchildren” (Friedman/
Hechter/Kreager 2008: 32). Unlike in the parent-child relationship, which —already for
biological reasons - is typified by a strong physical and affective closeness (Bow/-
by 1975), it is presumed that grandparents tend to allocate their resources more
strategically in order to maximise their own welfare in old age. This also means
that grandparents’ commitment is primarily intended to ensure the loyalty of their
own children: “through their investments in their grandchildren, we contend that
grandparents primarily seek to affect their relationships with their children, rather
than their grandchildren” (Friedman/Hechter/Kreager 2008: 33). These considera-
tions imply that grandparents may in fact invest less in their relationship with their
grandchildren the more personal resources they possess. All in all, according to
this approach, there is a compensatory relationship between various “intermediate
goods” in the family-related social production function (cf. Huinink 2005): Personal
resources can partially substitute for social resources, i.e. the latter are mobilised
especially when the former are not available to an adequate degree. One problem
resulting from the approach is that no clear distinction is made between different
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basic needs (Friedman/Hechter/Kreager 2008: 40). Personal resources may indeed
make it possible to cover basic physical needs in old age, but tend at the same time
to promote self-sufficiency rather than social approval and personal affection from
others. Possibly also because of this fuzziness, previous research has only partly
been able to confirm the predictions derived from this approach (cf. for an overview
Friedman/Hechter/Kreager 2008): Thus, studies find only sporadic, small positive
effects exerted by education on the support provided to grandchildren by grandpar-
ents (Mueller/Wilhelm/Elder 2002; Mueller/Elder 2003; Uhlenberg/Hammill 1998),
whilst other authors report insignificant (Cherlin/Furstenberg 1986; Fingerman
2004) or dimension-specific positive effects (e.g. on joint activities and child-care,
cf. Silverstein/Marenco 2001). Inconsistent findings have also been made in the con-
text of income: Minor positive effects in individual studies (E/der/Conger 2000; Mu-
eller/Wilhelm/Elder 2002; Silverstein/Marenco 2001) compete with insignificant ef-
fects in others (Cherlin/Furstenberg 1986; Fingerman 2004). Controlling for income,
Mueller and Elder (2003) find a weak u-shaped trend in the effect of employment
on the chance of not belonging to the “detached grandparents” type. In a model
with a different specification, no effect can be shown to exist using the same data
(Mueller/Wilhelm/Elder 2002), so that the findings on the extent of gainful employ-
ment as a whole do not show a clear picture (cf. also Silverstein/Marenco 2001). The
findings are less ambiguous with regard to grandparents’ state of health, the latter
strengthening the cohesion of the grandparent-grandchild relationship (Hank/Bu-
ber 2009; Hopflinger/Hummel/Hugentobler 2006). In the present article, we expect
slightly positive effects of personal resources as a whole, particularly for grandpar-
ents’ health. The age of the grandparents should hence affect relationships with
grandchildren because it is related to life-course variations in opportunities. Hence,
entering retirement age is likely to entail an increase in time resources, which can be
used for joint activities with grandchildren. At the same time, advanced age is likely
to entail a gradual immobilisation, for instance because of an increase in age-related
illnesses influencing grandparent-grandchild relationships. Previous empirical find-
ings are however ambiguous. Some studies do show an influence of the grandpar-
ents’ age (e.g. a positive effect of age on the co-residence rate between grandpar-
ents, parents and grandchildren, Caputo 2001), but other studies do not report any
significant associations (cf. for an overview Sheehan/Petrovic 2008: 107) or indeed
show a negative influence (A/dous 1995). Additionally, the surveys to date, which
were largely cross-sectional in nature, were unable to make out any age and cohort
effects (cf. Hépflinger/Hummel/Hugentobler 2006). When it comes to the age of
the grandchildren, no unambiguous effect is anticipated in this study because the
age range is less relevant in terms of family cycles (e.g. no transitions take place to
school or working life) and , for design-related reasons, there is relatively little age
variance (cf. method part).

On the part of the support recipient, personal resources also play a role, since
they indicate the need for support. Here too, the two theoretical framework models
make different predictions: According to the solidarity paradigm (Bengtson 2001),
solidarity should (also) include those relationships in which the recipient of support
is marked by a considerable need (i.e. relatively few available resources). Accord-
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ing to the approach of selective investment, grandparents try, by contrast, to invest
scarce resources primarily in those grandchildren who (or whose parents) have the
best prospects to pay back (i.e. who have comparatively large amounts of resourc-
es). In empirical terms, some studies have found positive effects of the education
of the grandchildren (Crosnoe/Elder 2002; Geurts et al. 2009). It can however only
be decided with careful longitudinal analyses to what degree the resources of the
support recipient are the cause or the outcome of solidarity. The personal resources
of the grandchildren included in the present sample (aged from 8 to 15) are presum-
ably less relevant, and furthermore are difficult to measure and vary only little (e.g.
education). The theoretical arguments can however be easily applied to the middle
generation, the parents, since one may presume that the grandparents’ reciproc-
ity expectations frequently focus more closely on their children (G2) than on the
grandchildren (G3). In the perspective of differential investment by grandparents,
this means that grandparents invest the more in the relationship with their grand-
children the more resources are available in the middle generation. According to the
solidarity paradigm, grandparents should become particularly committed when the
need is great — as a result of time or other restrictions in the middle generation (for
instance working mothers cf. Goh 2006). Previous findings support the latter predic-
tion (Hank/Buber 2009). Most studies however do not take the characteristics of the
middle generation into account.

2.2 Social resources

As already indicated in the last section, it is virtually impossible to meaningfully
separate grandparent-grandchild relationships from the middle parents’ generation
(G2) - because the grandparents’ reciprocity expectations may be directed at the
middle generation (Friedman/Hechter/Kreager 2008). Particularly in the case of the
younger grandchildren considered in this article, the parents act as “intermediaries”
in most cases, because of their coresidence and the resulting parental social con-
trol (Herlyn/Lehmann 1998; Robertson 1975). In line with this are findings accord-
ing to which the grandparent-grandchild relationships are closer the stronger the
parents (G2) favour the contact between grandparents and grandchildren (Mueller/
Elder 2003). Although one may presume that grandparent-grandchild relationships
become more independent as the grandchildren become older (Sprey/Matthews
1982), from a theoretical point of view the closeness of the grandparent-parent re-
lationship is associated with the characteristics of positive grandparent-grandchild
relationships. Goh (2006) regards a good cooperation between grandparents and
parents as a necessary prerequisite for well-functioning grandparent-grandchild re-
lationships. As was already mentioned at the outset, this question is only addressed
by recent international studies, and has still been largely disregarded in Germany.
In general terms, positive connections have been reported between the cohesion
of grandparent-parent relationships and the frequency of child-care provided for
grandchildren by grandparents (Fergusson/Maughan/Goldin 2008), as well as the
strength of the grandparent-grandchild relationship among older grandchildren
(Brown 2003; Crosnoe/Elder 2002; Hodgson 1992; Monserud 2008). This positive
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impact of a harmonious grandparent-parent relationship on the grandparent-grand-
child relationship is more pronounced within the own lineage (Brown 2003), and ap-
pears to be enhanced in the event of a divorce in the middle generation (Bridges et
al. 2007). However, it was not possible to replicate it in a study regarding grandpar-
ents’ investment of time and money (Michalski/Shackelford 2005). On the basis of
the theoretical arguments and of the previous findings, a clear positive impact of the
cohesion between grandparents and parents on the strength of the grandparent-
grandchild relationships are expected in the present study.

In addition to the intergenerational grandparent-parent relationship lateral rela-
tionships (e.g. the existence of a partner) are also potentially relevant.! The direction
of the correlation is however ambiguous: On the one hand, a partner might reduce
time resources in the grandparents’ generation and attract attention away from the
grandchild, which should result in a negative impact on grandparent-grandchild
relationships (“compensation”, cf. Friedman/Hechter/Kreager 2008). On the other
hand, grandparents with a well functioning relationship might have a stronger fam-
ily orientation and a greater motivation towards engaging in joint activities with
grandchildren, which should lead to a positive effect (“congruence” between hor-
izontal and vertical relationships). Current research largely supports the congru-
ence hypothesis, i.e. the cohesion of the grandparent-grandchild relationship is less
pronounced among grandparents without a partner (Hank/Buber 2009) or divorced
ones (King/Elder 1998; King et al. 2003; Sheehan/Petrovic 2008). As to the existence
of a partner in the middle generation, the predictions are also ambiguous: Despite
a potential reduction in burdens and a more intensive family orientation among
partnered parents (G2), one might also presume that unpartnered parents (e.g. after
separation or divorce) are keen to have a closer relationship with the grandparents.
In the middle generation, unlike the positive partner effect in the grandparents’ gen-
eration, positive effects are reported both of lack of a partner (Hank/Buber 2009)
as well as of a divorce (Fergusson/Maughan/Goldin 2008; Johnson 1988; Kennedy/
Kennedy 1993). From the point of view of the attachment theory, the latter can be
interpreted as a reflex to “move closer together” in a time of crisis. Individual stud-
ies however also show negative effects of divorce in the middle generation, e.g. on
the contact frequency between grandparents and grandchildren (Geurts et al. 2009;
Sheehan/Petrovic 2008), so that in sum the predictions are unclear.

2.3 Normative and social structural influences

By simply looking at resources (or restrictions), cultural-normative influences are
neglected, which promotes theoretical monocultures in which rational determi-
nants of human action might be overestimated (Esser 1996; Kroneberg 2005). As
to internalised norms, it can be presumed that, for instance, strong familialism cog-

1 Because personal resources impact both the institutionalisation (Arrédnz Becker/Lois 2010) and

the stability of partnerships (for an overview: Arranz Becker 2008), a multivariate view is also
needed here.
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nitively “frames” relationships with relatives and hence, regardless of situational
incentives, leads to a closer grandparent-grandchild relationship. The same applies
to denominational ties and religiousness, which should also be linked with greater
generativity (Brose 2006) and solidarity between the generations. A similar argu-
ment may explain findings of regional differences between Eastern and Western
Germany: The particular historical significance of the family (Schneider 1994), as
well as the tendency towards a stronger family orientation in Eastern Germany (Ar-
ranz Becker/Lois 2010), especially in the older generation, could make grandparent-
hood more significant and increase cohesion between grandparents and grand-
children in Eastern compared to Western Germany (Herlyn/Lehmann 1998). Whilst
findings already exist of a stronger cohesion in relationships between parents and
(adult) children in Eastern Germany (cf. Steinbach/Kopp 2010; Szydlik 1995, 1996),
East-West differences as to grandparent-grandchild relationships have hardly been
studied so far. In concurrence with the latter studies on parent-child relationships,
a qualitative study finds that: “Eastern German grandmothers seek to be closer to
their children and more frequently wish to help them, which is expressed in their
more frequent caregiving for grandchildren” (Herlyn/Lehmann 1998: 40; translated
by CPoS), which from the point of view of the authors makes clear “the particular
family orientation of Eastern German grandmothers” (Herlyn/Lehmann 1998: 40;
translated by CPoS).

A social category which is also associated with differential familial orientations is
the gender and the grandparents’ lineage. Women have the role of the kin keeper in
many societies, and are more involved in shaping kin relationships than men (Hag-
estad 1986). Sociobiological approaches on the basis of evolutionary presumptions
also predict that, because of their lower degree of uncertainty in comparison to
grandfathers regarding their genetic similarity with their grandchildren, grandmoth-
ers should invest more in bringing up and caring for grandchildren than grandfa-
thers (Dubas 2001; Friedman/Hechter/Kreager 2008). This permits to draw the ad-
ditional conclusion that maternal grandparents (i.e. with a daughter in the middle
generation) are generally more committed to their relationships with grandchildren
than paternal grandparents. This hypothesis has been confirmed in various studies
(Pollet/Nettle/Nelissen 2007; Sheehan/Petrovic 2008; Silverstein/Marenco 2001), al-
beit this effect may vary across urban vs. rural regions (King et al. 2003). In contrast,
no strong theoretical presumptions exist regarding the influence exerted by the
gender of the grandchildren on the relationship with their grandparents. Current
studies show either closer relationships with granddaughters than with grandsons
(with regard to frequency of contact: Geurts et al. 2009; on love and care, contact:
Silverstein/Long 1998) or find no clear effects of the gender of the grandchildren
(Hopflinger/Hummel 2006).
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3 Dataset, analytical basis and operationalisation
3.1 Dataset and analytical basis: The German Family Panel (pairfam)

The dataset for the following analyses of the shaping of grandparent-grandchild re-
lationships refers to the parents’ survey of the German Family Panel,pa/'rfam2 (Hu-
inink et al. 2011). In addition to the anchor persons, (step) fathers and (step) mothers
were also surveyed via written questionnaires in the second survey wave of pairfam
(2009/2010, release 2.0). Overall, 5,037 (step) parents of the 9,069 anchor persons
took part in the survey (Suckow/Schneekloth/Wich 2010: 45). The parents’ question-
naire included a section on the topic of grandchildren, with questions targeting a
specific grandchild, that is, the child living in the household of the anchor person
(daughter or son of the respondent) who is between 8 and 15 years old and took part
in the second wave of the children’s survey (cf. for the design of the pairfam survey
Huinink et al. 2011). Because of this design, the analyses in this article are restricted
to a specific age range of the grandchildren, in which contact is (still) largely initiated
by the grandparents (and via the parents), but in which supervision and care of the
grandchildren is gradually decreasing in favour of an increase in joint activities. By
linking data from the anchor persons’ survey, from the parents’ questionnaire and
from the children’s questionnaire detailed information is not only obtained regard-
ing social structural characteristics but also on relationships between the grandpar-
ents (G1), parents (G2) and grandchildren (G3) (cf. Fig. 1).

As one can see in Figure 1, the grandparents (participants in the parents’ ques-
tionnaire), the parents (participants in the anchor persons’ questionnaire) and the
grandchildren (participants in the children’s questionnaire) of a family were sur-
veyed in the second wave of pairfam. The basis for the analysis carried out below
consists of a dataset of 219 grandparent-grandchild dyadic relationships, which be-
long to a total of 149 families. The analyses rely on information provided by the
grandparents on their relationships with grandchildren (G1-G3) and parents (G1-G2)
(cf. emboldened lines in Fig. 1). Relationships between parents and grandchildren
(G2-G3) were not taken into account in the final analyses since they were covered
in the parenting questionnaire, and hence information is not available for all grand-
children on whom grandparents provided information. The same applies to the in-
formation from the grandchildren on the parents (G3-G2), which was not included.
A test with reduced case numbers however does not show any influence exerted
by the relationship between the parents (G2) and the grandchildren (G3) on the
relationship between the grandparents (G1) and the grandchildren (G3). Moreover,
grandchildren’s assessments were not taken into account since only assessments
from two parents of the anchor persons (that is grandparents of the grandchildren)
are available here, whilst up to three grandparents were included in the parents’ sur-

2 This article uses data from the German Family Panel (pairfam), which is coordinated by Josef
Briderl, Johannes Huinink, Bernhard Nauck and Sabine Walper. The study is funded as a long-
term project by the German Research Foundation (DFG).
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Fig. 1: Assessments of relationships between various generations in pairfam
(wave 2)
Generation 1 (G1) Grandparent
> (participant in the parents’ survey)
v
Generation 2 (G2) Parent

(participant in the anchor persons’ survey)

A

A 4

Grandchild
(participant in the children’s survey)

Generation 3 (G3)

A

Source: own design

vey, which prevents the unambiguous linkage of the datasets for grandparents and
grandchildren. The analyses furthermore do not consider parents’ assessments on
the grandparents (G2-G1), since correlational analyses generally do not reveal any
major differences between different perspectives (Aquilino 1999; Kopp/Steinbach
2009).

Information on the parents (from the anchor dataset of waves 1 and 2) was added
to this dyad dataset, so that in addition to information on the grandparent-grandchild
relationships there is also information on the grandparent-parent relationships, as
well as characteristics of the three generations (for a description of the variables
used cf. Table 1), which were all included in the analyses.

3.2 Dependent variable: The strength of the relationship between
grandparents and grandchildren

Since the observations in this article focus on grandparent-grandchild relationship
processes, we did not only rely on one aspect, but studied three central aspects of
intergenerational relationships: associative, affective and functional solidarity (cf.
Szydlik 2000: 38; Bengtson/Roberts 1991; Rossi/Rossi 1990: 266-296). The depend-
ent variable “strength of the grandparent-grandchild relationship” was formed as a
mean score of grandparents’ assessments on the following three variables, which
all load on the same factor (Cronbachs Alpha: .57): (1) Activities with the grandchild
in the last 12 months which he/she likes, such as sport, playing games or going to
the cinema; (2) emotional ties in terms of speaking about the grandchild’s problems
in the last 12 months and (3) supporting the grandchild through larger presents of
money or items (more than € 100 per present) in the last 12 months. The response
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scales of the three variables each ranged from 1 “never” to 5 “very often”. The
mean of the index regarding the strength of the relationship between grandparents
and grandchildren, at a value of 2.5, is somewhat below the centre of the scale (cf.
Table 1); concerning the individual variables of which the index is comprised, joint
activities (mean value = 2.9) occur more frequently than larger monetary or other
presents (mean value = 1.9). In terms of the frequency, speaking about the grand-
child’s problems lies between activities and support (mean value = 2.6). Since the
study of the variables mentioned (activities, speaking about problems and support)
does not depend on a general subjective attitude towards the grandchild, but aims
at actual interactions and investments, this strength index is particularly well suited
to investigate the degree to which the quality of the relationship between the grand-
parents and the grandchildren depends on the available social resources such as
the relationships between the grandparents and the parents, on personal resources
such as the state of health, or on social structural and normative characteristics.
However, before the results of the multivariate analyses are presented, something
needs to be said about the operationalisation and distribution of the respective co-
variates.

3.3 The operationalisation of the covariates

On the one hand, social and personal resources can be identified as determinants of
the quality of the grandparent-grandchild relationship. The social resources which
are of special interest for this article include the relations between other family
members who act as intermediaries on the grandparent-grandchild relationship,
such as the relationship between grandparents (G1) and parents (G2) or the exist-
ence of a partnership. The personal resources which may influence the intensity of
grandparent-grandchild relationships include employment status or state of health.
On the other hand, however, there are social structural factors, such as the gender
of the grandparents, parents and grandchildren, as well as normative determinants,
such as general attitudes towards the family, which may have an impact on the
grandparent-grandchild relationship. The operationalisations and the distributions
of the various independent variables which have been integrated into the final anal-
yses for this article will be described below (cf. Table 1).

Social resources. The quality of the relationship between grandparents and par-
ents (G1-G2) as a social resource is represented by three aspects of intergeneration-
al relationships: the associative, affective and structural solidarity dimensions (cf.
Bengtson 2001), which were taken from the information provided by the grandpar-
ents (parents’ questionnaire W2). (1) Associative solidarity was measured via con-
tact frequency (visits, letters, telephone calls and the like) on a seven-level scale with
the following values: 1 “daily”, 2 “several times per week”, 3 “once per week”, 4 “1
to 3 times per month”, 5 “several times per year”, 6 “more rarely” and 7 “never”. The
members of the grandparents’ and the parents’ generations are in contact several
times per week on average. (2) Affective solidarity was measured via two items of
the “Network of Relationship Inventory” (Furman/Buhrmester 1985), which reflects
the degree of intimacy and the emotional closeness between two individuals. The
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Tab. 1: Description of the sample (means and percentages)
Factor groups Variables Grandparents Parents Grandchildi
(G1) (G2) (G3)
(N=219) (N=149) (N=149)

Relationship G1-G3 Relationship strength index (x ) 2.5

(1-never to 5-very often) (0.7)
Social resources Contact frequency G1-G2 (x) 2.1

(1-never to 5-very often) (1.1)

Closeness index G1-G2 (x ) 2.9

(1-never to 5-very often) (0.9)

Distance between homes G1-G2 (x) 3.1

(0-in the same household to (1.7)

6-3 hours travelling distance and

longer)

Partnership: yes (%) 81.1 91.8
Personal resources Employment: yes (%) 26.3 66.7

Health (x) 3.3 3.6

(1-poor to 5-very good) (0.9) (1.0)

Age (x) 64.2 92.2 10.6

Cohort 3: 1971-73 (%) (6.2) (2.0)
Social structural and  Gender: female (%) 61.2 70.8 49.3
normatlvg . Place of residence: West (%) 73.3
characteristics

Familialism index (x) 3.0 3.0

(1-not at all to 5-completely) (0.8) (0.8)

Source: pairfam wave 2 (release 2.0), own calculations, n=219 (standard deviations from
the means in brackets).

exact formulations of the two items read as follows: a) How often do you tell your
son/daughter what you are thinking about? And b) How often do you share your
secrets and innermost feelings with your son/daughter? The response scale ranged
from 1 “never” to 5 “always”. The two items were averaged to form a mean index
(Cronbachs Alpha: .77). As in all surveys on intergenerational relationships in which
emotional closeness, intimacy or satisfaction with the relationship was considered
(cf. for an overview Steinbach/Kopp 2010), the degree of emotional closeness was
also extremely high between the observed generations of the pairfam study: The
average value is 4.4, so the affective bond between grandparents and parents typi-
cally ranges between close and very close. (3) Structural solidarity between grand-
parents and parents was measured via the distance between the homes, and more
precisely by the time required by the grandparent to reach the parent in question.
The response scale was as follows: 0 “We live in the same household”, 1 “We live
in the same building”, 2 “less than ten minutes”, 3 “between ten and 30 minutes”, 4
“between 30 minutes and one hour”, 5 “between one and three hours” and 6 “three
hours and more”. Grandparents and parents live an average of roughly ten to 30
minutes apart. The partnership status was identified as a further social resource in
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the analyses, both for the grandparents’ and for the parents’ generations. Although
the information available in the pairfam’ questionnaire (parents’ questionnaire W2
and anchor persons’ questionnaire W2) would permit highly-differentiated classi-
fications of the partnerships and living arrangements, a dummy variable — Person
lives in a partnership or not—was included into the analyses since more fine-grained
categories would have led to problems with small case numbers given the limited
size of the analysis sample. When it comes to grandparents, 81.1 % of respondents
live in a partnership, compared to 91.8 % of the parents.

Personal resources. The employment status of grandparents and parents as a
personal resource was included into the analysis in form of a dummy variable (em-
ployed: yes or no): 26.3 % of the grandparents are employed in one form or another,
as are 66.7 % of parents. Since the state of health of the individuals concerned plays
a major role for intergenerational relationships, this variable was also included into
the analyses as a personal resource: The grandparents (parents’ questionnaire W2)
and the parents (anchor persons’ questionnaire W2) were asked to estimate how
good their general state of health had been in the last year using a five-level self-
assessment ranging from 1 “very bad” to 5 “very good”. The mean value of the
responses is at 3.3 with the grandparents and thus slightly lower than the estima-
tion of the parents, which is at 3.6. As a further social structural variable, the age
of the members of the three generations was also included, as a consequence of
the design of the survey: For instance, the range of the age of the grandchildren,
from 8 to 15, is an eligibility criterion for participation in the children’s survey. The
average age of the grandchildren is then 10.6 years. Since, therefore, the children
had to be at least eight at the time of the interview, it is also clear that no parents
(anchor persons) in this specific sample belong to the first birth cohort (1991-1993).
It comes as no surprise that the members of the second birth cohort (1981-1983) are
also represented in the analysis sample with a total of only 7.7 %. A clear majority
of the parents, at 92.2 %, belongs to the third birth cohort (1971-1973). Hence, the
birth cohort of the parents (G2) is not controlled for in the multivariate analyses. The
age of the grandparents in the sample ranges from 43 to 82, with an average of 64.2
years.

Social structural and normative influencing variables. The gender of the mem-
bers of the three generations was included as an important social structural vari-
able which can be expected to exert an influence on the characteristics of rela-
tionships within the intergenerational structure. The sample (Table 1) reveals that
both genders are represented unequally with regard to grandparents and parents:
Grandmothers accounted for 61.2 % of the sample and mothers for 70.8 %. More
parents of mothers evidently took part in the study, including more grandmothers
than grandfathers. Granddaughters and grandsons are represented in the sample
in roughly equal shares of 49.3 % and 50.7 %. Regional differences were included
as the last social structural influencing variable: in form of a dichotomous variable
Western vs. Eastern Germany; this information is based on the parents’ place of
residence (anchor persons W1). 73.3 % of the parents lived in the old Federal States
(Ldnder) at the time of the survey. Agreement with family norms of mutual inter-
generational support was recorded both in the grandparents’ generation (parents’
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questionnaire W2) and in the parents’ generation (anchor persons’ questionnaire
W2) using a scale in which the respondents were to state how much they agreed
on six different items on mutual family support (e.g. “Parents should financially
support their adult children if necessary”). The response scale ranged from 1 “not
at all” to 5 “completely”. The items of the scale which all loaded on one factor were
averaged to form a mean index (Cronbachs Alpha = .66). With a mean of 3.0, the
members of both generations are in each case right in the middle of the theoretically
possible range, with an almost normal distribution.

4 The results

The results of a multi-level model are used below in order to answer the question
of the degree to which the quality of grandparent-grandchild relationships is influ-
enced by social and personal resources, as well as by social structural and normative
characteristics. The index described above, which consists of the three variables on
interaction, closeness and support between grandparents and grandchildren, and
is to reflect the strength of the relationship, is used as dependent variable. Because
of the survey design (cf. method part), the assessments come from more than one
grandparent in the majority of the cases, resulting in a hierarchical data structure.
In this case it is necessary to estimate a random-intercept two-level regression (cf.
Luke 2004 for an introduction) since the ratio of the “between” variance to the over-
all variance of the dependent variables, approaching two-thirds (baseline model:
ICC=0,65; in the baseline model the variances at both levels are significant at p<.01),
is relatively large. This indicates a strong clustering of the families included in the
analysis, meaning that the differences between families are predominant, whilst
a relatively large degree of homogeneity is prevalent within families. The multi-
level analysis makes it possible to determine which part of the variance within and
between families can be explained by the inclusion of the covariates which partly
represent relationship characteristics and grandparents’ characteristics (Level 1),
and partly characteristics of parents and grandchildren (Level 2). A combined model
for grandfathers and grandmothers is reported below since the effects of almost all
modelled influences proves to be invariant vis-a-vis the gender of the grandparents.
This approach was further supported by the fact that separate models would have
once more considerably reduced the power of the statistical tests which is already
limited in the initial sample. In order to test whether the effects of the modelled
influences significantly differs between grandmothers and grandfathers, separate
models were calculated including interaction effects between the individual cov-
ariates and the gender of the grandparents (results not shown). However, only a
gender-specific effect of the health of the grandparent emerged here, which was
included in the model. Table 2 shows both, the results of bivariate “gross models”,
in which only the corresponding independent variable was controlled for, and the
results of a multivariate net model, in which all covariates were simultaneously in-
cluded in the analysis.
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grandchild relationship (unstandardised coefficients)

Results of a multilevel model to explain the strength of the grandparent-

Factor groups Variables Gross models Net model
Social resources Contact frequency G1-G2 15 *x* .09*
Emotional closeness G1-G2 (19 *** 10*
Distance between homes G1-G2 -.03 .01
Partnership G1 31 ** 39 **¥
Partnership G2 -17 -.16
Personal resources Employment G1 -.02 -.00
Employment G2 .06 .04
State of health G1 12 ** 18 *¥**
State of health G2 .04 .00
Age G1 -.00 .01
Age G3 -.01 -.02
Social structural and Gender G1 (grandfather) -14 ** -13%
normative characteristics Gonder G2 (father) -12 212
Gender G3 (grandson) 14 .10
West G2 .34 *** -.32%*
Familialism G1 A3 ** A1¥
Familialism G2 11 .04
Interaction effects Health G1*grandfather - S17%%
Model information r? Level 1 - .18
r? Level 2 - .08
n 195

Significance level: *** p < .01, ** p < .05, * p < .10

Source: pairfam wave 2 (release 2.0), own calculations

The results of the multi-level models explaining the strength of the grandpar-
ent-grandchild relationship in Table 2 show that both the contact frequency and
emotional closeness between grandparents and parents as social resources have a
positive impact on the relationship between grandparents and grandchildren. The
effect coefficients slightly decrease in the net model, but even after controlling for
various social structural characteristics of the members of the three generations, as
well as their resources and attitudes, the relationship between grandparents and

3 More detailed analyses (not presented in the table) show that the effects of contact frequen-
cy and of emotional closeness (G1-G2) are partly caused by systematic differences between
grandmothers and grandfathers: After controlling for the gender of the grandparent, the coef-
ficients remain significant (p < .05), but tend to become smaller (to b = .12 or b = .14).
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parents exerts a significant positive influence on the relationship between grand-
parents and grandchildren: The more frequently grandparents and parents are in
touch with one another, and the stronger their emotional closeness, the stronger is
also the relationship between grandparents and grandchildren. These results con-
form to the research (cf. e.g. Monserud 2008) and to the hypotheses on the interme-
diary nature of relationships between grandparents and parents. However, the dis-
tance between places of residence — as a structural condition of intergenerational
relationships — does not clearly affect the strengths of the relationships between
grandparents and grandchildren. Furthermore, the existence of a partnership in the
grandparents’ generation plays a major role as a social resource. If the grandparent
has a partner, the strength of the relationship with the grandchild is much greater
than if there is no partnership. The effect increases further if one controls for other
covariates (net model). It is evident that the integrating resource effect of a partner-
ship is predominant, as was also found in other surveys (e.g. Hank/Buber 2009). If
the grandparents live in a partnership, both the grandfather and the grandmother
act as a part of the family relationship system. One may presume that a partnership
operates as a catalyst in the grandparents’ generation because, for instance, one
grandparent benefits if contacts are initiated by the other grandparent. The same
can also be presumed to apply to the other characteristics of the relationship. For
instance, in an existing partnership, the available financial resources are also likely
to be greater, which has a positive impact on financial transfers from grandparents
to grandchildren. With regard to the personal resources of the grandparents’ and
parents’ generations, it is surprising that the employment status does not influence
the quality of the relationship between grandparents and grandchildren. Additional-
ly, further multivariate models were calculated in which, instead of the employment
status, working hours, as well as the level of education and income, were controlled
for. In these analyses, which are not presented here in detail, no effects of resources
were found in the grandparents’ and parents’ generations. Equally, there were no
effects of the number of children (G2) and grandchildren (G3).

The state of health, on the contrary, exerted a positive influence (cf. the findings
for instance of Hank/Buber 2009). In the model shown here, the strength of the ef-
fect of the state of health however depends on the gender of the respective grand-
parent: The positive main effect of the grandparent’s health (b = .18) is to be inter-
preted conditionally because of the interaction effect, and relates to the reference
category of grandmothers. The significant interaction effect health*grandfather (b
= -.17) shows that health exerts virtually no influence with grandfathers (total of
main and interaction effect: b = .18 + (-.17) = .01). Healthy grandmothers in par-
ticular evidently manage to establish and maintain a markedly strong relationship
with their grandchildren. The age of the grandparents and the grandchildren, by
contrast, does not have any effect at all, either as a linear or as a quadratic term.

Regarding the social structural characteristics of family members, a gender ef-
fect is shown in the grandparents’ generation: Grandmothers have a stronger rela-
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tionship with their grandchildren than grandfathers do.? This once more confirms
the “kin keeper” hypothesis, which states that relationships between generations
run via the female line, in other words that the women in the family hold the genera-
tions together through interaction, emotional ties and a flow of resources (cf. Dubas
2001; Hagestad 1986; Rossi 1993). The gender of the members of the parents’ and
grandchildren’s generation, by contrast, makes no difference regarding the quality
of the grandparent-grandchild relationship. Interestingly, a strong East-West differ-
ence can be identified, both in bivariate terms and after controlling for the various
covariates: Relationships between grandparents and grandchildren who live in the
new Federal Ldnder are stronger than those with grandchildren in the old Federal
Lénder (regarding the greater closeness of the relationships between generations in
Eastern Germany cf. also the results of Steinbach and Kopp 2010 as well as Szydl/ik
1995, 1996). No effects of religious affiliation or of religiosity were found in addi-
tional analyses which are not shown here.

A greater degree of grandparents’ affirmation of norms of mutual intergenera-
tional support exerts a positive impact on the strength of the grandparent-grand-
child relationship. The familialism of the parents, by contrast, does not affect the
grandparent-grandchild relationship.

Finally, one should mention the model information at the end of Table 1, which
shows that greater variance in the grandparent-grandchild relationships can be
identified within families by including the covariates (r? level 1 = .18) than between
families (r?> Level 2 = .08). The variances on both levels however also remain signifi-
cant in the net model (in each case p < .01).

5 Conclusion

This article studied various types of influence on the cohesion of grandparent-
grandchild relationships — measured via aspects of associative, affective and func-
tional solidarity. A special focus here was on embedding grandparent-grandchild re-
lationships in the further family relationship system, which is composed of various
lateral (e.g. affinal) and vertical (intergenerational) relationships. Virtually no studies
have been carried out so far in the German-language area, particularly regarding the
latter aspect. With its multi-actor design, the German Family Panel (pairfam) offers
a comprehensive data basis for this specific question.

The analyses demonstrate that grandparent-grandchild relationships should be
looked at less as a pure individual or dyadic phenomenon, but more as being em-
bedded in the further family interaction context. Summing up, it can be stated that
social resources significantly influence grandparent-grandchild relationships, which

4 This effect is also to be interpreted conditionally because of the interaction effect contained in

the model (Frazier/Tix/Barron 2004), and relates to the value 0 of the state of health. Since prior
to the analysis the health variable was centred around 0 by subtracting the median value, the
value 0 hence represents the sample mean.
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has frequently been neglected in previous research. As was expected, the mid-
dle generation takes up a kind of intermediary position (Robertson 1975), in which
their relationship with the grandparents is positively associated with the cohesion
of the grandparent-grandchild relationships. Additionally, the existence of a partner
in the grandparents’ generation also has a positive impact. All in all, hence, a pat-
tern emerges according to which the relationships within a family system show a
certain tendency towards congruency: One might presume that there are various
family “relationship regimes” regarding to which (multigenerational) families clearly
differ (cf. on this also the interfamilial variance share of the dependent variables of
almost two-thirds). Further research is needed in order to clarify whether and under
which circumstances individual family members (e.g. the grandparents) are able to
compensate for dysfunctional relationships. Moreover, it was not possible with the
available data to examine how grandparent-grandchild relationships develop as the
grandchildren become older and - for instance through starting their own family —
become less dependent on their families of origin (cf. Silverstein/Long 1998).

With regard to personal resources, it was surprisingly clearly revealed that the
quality of the relationships between grandparents and grandchildren is virtually not
influenced by the socioeconomic characteristics of the individuals (in different op-
erationalisation variants). This also implies that the challenges of modern societies
— such as reconciliation of work and family life, as well as increasing requirements
as to mobility — do not necessarily have the anticipated negative impact on soli-
darity between the generations. Rather, the grandparents’ commitment appears to
depend primarily on health-related resources (and restrictions). The gender-specific
nature of the positive health effect, which was shown among grandmothers, but not
among grandfathers, is particularly informative. In combination with the finding that
grandmothers are more closely involved in the relationship with the grandchildren,
this demonstrates that gender norms (“kin keeper” hypothesis, cf. Hagestad 1986)
continue to play a major role in structuring relationships between generations. This
is also shown in the finding that the gender of the grandparent mediates the ef-
fect of familialist norms — grandmothers are more family orientated and are more
committed to their relationships with their grandchildren. Overall, the pattern of
findings suggests that normative influences are crucial for the strength of grandpar-
ent-grandchild relationships. This is confirmed by the pronounced East-West differ-
ence, which can be interpreted as an empirical substrate of a major significance of
the family in Eastern Germany which has developed as a result of historic events
(cf. Arrénz Becker/Lois 2010; Schneider 1994). These findings are compatible with
the results of earlier studies on intergenerational relationships between adults in
Eastern and Western Germany (Szyd/ik 1995, 1996), according to which solidarity
between the generations is particularly strong in Eastern Germany. Only the insig-
nificant effect of religion does not completely fit the otherwise coherent picture.

Finally, some restrictions of the analyses which were carried out have to be
named. Firstly, we should mention the rather small case number in relation to the
initial sample, which results from combining multi actor data. Consequently, simpli-
fications had to be carried out in some places. For instance, it was not possible to
include the G2-G3 relationship between parents and grandchildren in the analyses
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although this would have been a desirable contribution to the content. The same
applies to the distinction between intact and separated families with regard to the
middle generation, as well as between step grandparents and biological grandpar-
ents, which could have led to more differentiated findings. Moreover, the survey
design did not allow a direct comparison of the maternal and paternal grandparents’
lineages. These restrictions demonstrate the special problems and challenges of
multi actor datasets. However, systemic questions can be investigated here for the
first time which, as the analyses have shown, are extremely relevant to the study of
family relationships. Particularly, interaction and value-related assessments of the
various family members cannot be validly reconstrued via proxy variables, so that
there is probably no alternative to multi actor designs. A final point relates to the
causality of the links that have been found. Because of the cross-sectional perspec-
tive, the time dynamic of the development of family systems remains unclear. It is
hence possible that grandparent-parent relationships change as a result of interac-
tions between grandparents and grandchildren and not (only) the other way around.
Similar uncertainty remains regarding the direction of the effects of some further
determinants. As to the development of family relationships, later waves of the Ger-
man Family Panel can be used as a comprehensive basis for analysis.

It can be summed up that the findings support the intergenerational solidari-
ty model (Bengtson 2001), according to which relationships between generations
are based on solidarity, that is they are not directly orientated towards maximising
one’s own benefit. This becomes particularly clear in the result that no effects could
be found for the personal human capital of family members (that is of the grandpar-
ents’ and the parents’ generations). Approaches more strongly orientated towards
(individualistic) Rational Choice arguments (Friedman/Hechter/Kreager 2008) make
different predictions here, none of which could however be confirmed. More de-
tailed analyses also did not show an effect of the number of children and grandchil-
dren; the hypothesis of differential investment in grandchildren, as postulated by
Friedman and colleagues, cannot however be directly tested with the available data
since only relationships with a single grandchild per family were assessed. Despite
these restrictions, the analyses presented offer a lot of important findings. Future
studies should relate to these by taking more comprehensive account of the social
system character of the family relationship structure.
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