
support from adult children to
older parents are ill-founded
where the parents have experi-
enced divorce. 

Note that throughout this arti-
cle: the term ‘divorce’ includes
marital separation; the term ‘chil-
dren’ refers to non-resident, inde-
pendent adult children; the term
‘married’ includes registered and
de facto marriages; and the term
‘remarried’ includes respondents
who had repartnered.

Later Life Families Study

The findings reflect the experiences of
632 ‘later life’ parents, aged between 50
and 71 years, who were interviewed in
late 1996 as part of the Australian Institute
of Family Studies Later Life Families Study.
All had at least one adult child over 18
years of age. The sample comprised 57
per cent women and 43 per cent men
(individuals, not couples were inter-
viewed). At the time of interview, 75 per
cent were in registered or de facto mar-
riages (not necessarily their first marriage),
13 per cent were divorced or separated,
and 12 per cent were widowed.

These later life parents were asked
whether any of their children were giving
them emotional support or advice, and/or
practical help, and/or financial assistance. 

They were also asked if they expected
to receive help from children in certain cir-
cumstances (when ill, say, or in emergen-
cies) and whether or not they confided in
any of their children.

To set these questions in context, par-
ents were also asked where their children
lived, how often they were in contact with
them, how satisfied they were with rela-
tionships with them, and how they felt
about the obligations of children to help
older parents.

Effect of Parents’ Marital History

Of primary interest was the effect of 
parents’ marital history (particularly of
divorce) on relations with their children,
including frequency of contact with them,
the actual help given by children, and
parent’s expectations of help in certain
circumstances.

Contact with children

Table 1 shows that married, divorced and
widowed parents were equally likely to
have least one child living reasonably
near to them (within a 30 minute drive).
However, there were differences in con-
tact frequency. While the majority of par-
ents interviewed had weekly contact with
children, this was less likely for divorced
parents than for those who were married
or widowed.

In looking only at married respondents,
it was found that those who had remarried
saw less of their children than those still in
their first marriage: 78 per cent compared
with 96 per cent had weekly contact
(Table 1).

Of respondents who were not married,
divorced parents had less contact with
their children then did the widowed par-
ents: 81 per cent compared with 94 per
cent had weekly contact (Table 1).

So regardless of marital status, later life
parents who at some point had been
divorced had less frequent contact with
children than those who had never divorced.

Actual help received

Overall, the great majority of parents
(around 80 per cent) reported receiving
emotional support or practical help from
their children, but only around 20 per
cent received financial assistance.

However, parents’ marital history
affected the likelihood of being helped by
children.

As shown in Table 2, parents who had
divorced and remarried were the least
likely to receive any type of help from
their children. Widowed parents who had
never divorced were more likely to
receive practical help than were divorced
parents living on their own (83 per cent
compared with 69 per cent). Thus the dis-
criminating factor for filial support was the
parents’ marital history rather than
whether or not they were living alone at
the time of interview.

Expectations of help

Parents were also asked if they expected the
following specific types of help from chil-
dren: to be looked after when ill, to be
helped in an emergency, and to be able to
confide in at least one child. 

Again, as Table 3 shows, a parental his-
tory of divorce adversely affected expecta-
tions of help from children, with parents
who had divorced and remarried having
lower expectations than those still in 
their first marriage. Among those not cur-
rently married, divorced parents had 
lower expectations of all three types of 
aid than widowed parents who had never
divorced.

Effects of Other Factors

So far, it appears that parental divorce or
separation decreases the chances of receiv-
ing aid from children in later life, but there
are other factors that might also influence
intergenerational exchange. For instance,
the parent’s gender, age, income, educa-
tion, and ethnic background were exam-
ined, as well as parent–child relationships
and family values.

A major contributing factor to inter-
generational exchange is gender, since
family involvement and assistance is
more likely to flow through maternal kin
lines than paternal ones (Finch 1989;
Rosenthal 1985). The Institute’s Later Life
Families Study has confirmed that,
indeed, older mothers were more likely
than older fathers to receive help from
children. 

Furthermore, when both the gender
and marital history of parents were con-
sidered simultaneously, a ‘pecking order’
of filial aid emerged. In order, the par-
ents most helped through to least helped
were as follows: mothers who were wid-
owed and had not remarried; mothers
still in their first marriage; mothers who
were divorced and not remarried; fathers
still in their first marriage; mothers who
were divorced and remarried; fathers
who were divorced and not remarried;
and fathers who were divorced and
remarried.

Thus gender, marital status and marital
history all work together in affecting how
much help is received, with mothers who
were widowed and living on their own
receiving the most help, and divorced and
remarried fathers (who were also least
likely to have regular contact with their
children) receiving the least help.
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P arental divorce or separation can
modify family networks, thus affect-
ing the levels of intergenerational

support available to people as they grow
older. Variations in ‘private’ support net-
works provided by families are important
for informing policy debates about the
right mix of private and public social and
economic supports for individuals.

The issue of the public–private resource
mix is of particular interest in the current
political climate of commercialisation of
services or reductions in public service
delivery, both at state and federal govern-
ment levels. For example, the shrinking
public hospital budgets with early dis-
charge and fewer geriatric beds, reduced
Home and Community Care Services,
dwindling low-cost public housing stock,
and the new fees for nursing homes, are
the sorts of changes that will affect older

people in the coming decades and place
greater emphasis on the private resources
of individuals and families. Older divorced
people in particular may find themselves
without the family support they need in
older age.

Overseas research has found that being
divorced (or separated) decreases levels of
contact and exchange between older par-
ents and adult children, and leads to poorer
parent–child relationships (Roberts et al.
1991; Webster and Herzog 1995; Fursten-
berg et al. 1995). In particular, a weaken-
ing of ties between fathers and the children
of their first marriage has been noted, espe-
cially if fathers repartner and have new chil-
dren (Amato et al. 1995; Lye et al. 1995). 

As well as public policy changes, there
are also three main demographic changes
taking place in Australia which bear upon
the future adequacy of family resources.

First, the Australian population is ageing,
which will result in increases in the ‘depen-
dency ratio’ of dependent aged to young
and middle-aged tax-payers (ABS 1996a).
Second, decreasing fertility rates mean
that the future supply of new tax payers is
also diminishing (de Vaus 1997). Third,
Australian divorce rates throughout the
1980s and early 1990s have been fairly sta-
ble at a rate which results in the pool of
people with divorced parents ‘increasing
by 40 to 50 thousand children each year’
(ABS 1996b; de Vaus 1997).

Such demographic changes mean that
fewer resources will be available to cater
for the increasing numbers of aged citizens
in the coming decades. 
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Characteristics of later life parents
- marital history (divorce/separation, or not)
- gender (female or male)
- age (60+ years or younger)
- income (gross <$15000, or $15000-30000, or $30000-60000; or > $60000)
- education level (up to 10 years, or 11+ years)
- ethnic background (non-English-speaking, or not)

Availability of children 
- number of children (1–5+)
- proximity of children (at least one lives within a 30 minute drive, or not)

Relationships with children and family values
- contact with children (speak to at least one child at least weekly, or not)
- satisfaction with relationships with children (very satisfied, or satisfied/mixed feelings, or dissatisfied)
- parents strongly agree that children should provide support for them in old age, or not 

Source: Later Life Families Study, Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne, 1996.

parent generation. The disruption to kin-
ship systems may well be greater if mari-
tal separation has occurred in both the
parent and adult child generations.

The long-term planning of public sup-
port services for the aged may therefore
need to compensate for shortfalls in the fil-
ial resources which enable prolonged inde-
pendence in older age – particularly for
divorced older men. One way to promote
intergenerational exchanges and a sense of
filial obligation in future generations would
be to foster positive father–child relation-
ships, particularly following divorce.
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fathers in later life who are not in
enduring (intact) marriages may be
more estranged from their children
than other fathers, or than mothers in
any marital grouping. Therefore, as
they grow older, fathers without
spouses are more likely than mothers
to have reduced filial support.

The other significant predictors of
practical and financial aid appear to be
related to the varying financial needs or
cultural background of the later life parents. 

Conclusions 

The Institute’s Later Life Families Study
confirmed overseas findings that inter-
generational family interaction and
exchange are limited by a parental history
of divorce.

Population ageing and falling fertility
rates may affect the general availability of
filial support for the ‘baby-boomers’, who
will be elderly in the second and third
decades of the new century. If combined
with reduced access to public health and
community care services, this could mean
that some older citizens who have expe-
rienced divorce may have neither the pri-
vate resources nor enough public services
to support them adequately in old age.

Kendig (1990) and Laslett (1989) have
shown that the type of support needed to
achieve an independent old age tends to
be personal care and other practical ser-
vices which will allow older people to
stay in their own homes. However, older
parents with a history of divorce or sepa-
ration, particularly if living alone, may
need to rely more upon public nursing,
home help and other community services
as they age than those who have not expe-
rienced divorce.

Furthermore, it should be noted that the
present analysis has considered only mar-
ital separation which has taken place in the

times more likely than parents with an Eng-
lish-only background to receive financial
assistance.

Annual income of the parents was also
a significant predictor. Parents with an
income of less than $30,000 a year were 1.6
times more likely than those with higher
incomes to receive financial assistance. 

Discussion

Although there were some differences in
the factors which were important in pre-
dicting the three types of filial support, a
history of divorce was significant in
decreasing the chances of parents receiv-
ing both emotional and practical support
from children.

However, frequency of contact with
children was the strongest predictor of
emotional support and practical aid, with
parents who had divorced generally hav-
ing less contact with independent off-
spring (Table 1). 

Since a close link between levels of
contact and exchange has also been
demonstrated elsewhere (Roberts, Richards
and Bengtson 1991; Millward 1996), then
reduced contact with divorced parents
certainly foreshadows reduced exchange
later in life. 

Greater emotional support for mothers
suggests not only the (generally) more inti-
mate relationship that exists between moth-
er and children than between father and
children, but also the curtailment of ongo-
ing paternal–child relations which can fol-
low parental divorce. This implies that
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Intergenerational exchange may also be
influenced by certain socio-demographic
factors since some parents may simply
need less material assistance than others.
For example, the study found that finan-
cial assistance from children was more
likely for parents with lower incomes or
for those not in the paid workforce.

The age of parents is also a considera-
tion, because the older later life parents
(over 60 years of age) expected more help
during illness and in emergencies than
did those still in their fifties.

Parents with non-English-speaking
backgrounds were found to receive more
financial assistance from their children
than other parents. This may reflect both
English language difficulties experienced
by older migrants as well as family customs
which may lead to a greater propensity for
children to help parents.

Apart from these socio-demographic
characteristics, personal relationships may
also be important. If the relationship
between parents and their children is 
satisfactory, then children may help parents

regardless of other circumstances. Indeed,
high levels of parental satisfaction with par-
ent–child relationships generally increased
the likelihood of later life parents receiv-
ing emotional and practical support from
children.

Finally, parents’ attitudes to family
obligations also influenced exchange. If
the parent strongly agreed that it was a
child’s duty to provide them with finan-
cial and practical support in old age,
there was a greater likelihood of them
receiving financial assistance from their
children.

Comparison of Factors

We have seen that a number of factors
influence filial aid. How important is par-
ents’ marital history in comparison with the
other factors discussed?

Multivariate analysis allows a compari-
son of the relative importance of all factors
listed in Table 4 in predicting emotional
support, practical aid, and financial assis-
tance from children.

Emotional support

Among the factors listed in Table 4, there
were three significant predictors of emo-
tional support from children.

The most important predictor was rate
of contact. If the parent spoke to at least
child at least weekly, the parent was 4.6
times more likely than those with less fre-
quent contact to receive emotional support.

The predictor second in importance
was the parent’s gender. Mothers were
2.4 times more likely than fathers to receive
emotional support.

The third most important predictor was
the parents’ marital history: parents who
had not divorced were twice as likely as
those who had divorced to receive emo-
tional support.

Practical help

Regarding practical help from children,
there were three significant predictors. 

The most important predictor was rate
of contact. Parents who spoke to a child at
least weekly were 8.5 times more likely to
receive practical help from children than
those having less frequent contact.

The second most important predictor
was parental history of divorce. Parents
who had not divorced were 1.7 times
more likely to receive practical help than
were other parents.

The third most important predictor was
parental income. Parents with annual
incomes below $30,000 a year were 1.3
times more likely than those with higher
incomes to receive practical help.

Financial assistance

Unlike the first two types of help, a history
of divorce was not a significant predictor
of financial assistance. The two signifi-
cant predictors were as follows.

The most important predictor was 
ethnic background. Parents from non-Eng-
lish-speaking backgrounds were three
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Table 3 Parents’ marital history and help expected from at least one adult child

Table 4 Factors to predict help from adult children

Expect help Do/would Expect 
when ill confide help in

in child emergency
Parents’ marital history N % % %
Partnered
Married or de facto, never divorced or separated 293 52 34 42 
Remarried or repartnered after divorce or separation 49 41 29 33 

Not partnered
Widowed, never divorced 55 86** 51* 71**
Divorced or separated, not repartnered 70 61 33 43 

** Significant at p <.01 (Phi: 0.13 to 0.28)
* Significant at p<.05 (Phi: 0.09; 0.10;0.18)
Source: Later Life Families Study, Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne, 1996. 
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Parents’ marital history N % % %
Partnered
Married or de facto, never divorced or separated 286 87* 79 ** 19**
Remarried or repartnered after divorce or separation 49 63 61 4 

Not partnered
Widowed, never divorced 54 87 83# 30
Divorced or separated, not repartnered 68 81 69 18 

*  Significant at p<.0001 (Phi=0.23) ** Significant at p <.01 (Phi: 0.13;0.18)
# Significant at p<.05 (Phi=0.10)
Source: Later Life Families Study, Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne, 1996. 

Table 2 Parents’ marital history and help received from at least one adult child

Child lives within Speak to child
a 30 minute drive at least weekly

Parent’s marital history N % %
Partnered
Married or de facto, never divorced or separated (387) 65 96 *
Remarried or repartnered after divorce or separation (59) 64 78 

Not partnered
Widowed, never divorced (62) 74 94 **
Divorced or separated, not repartnered (84) 62 81 

* Statistically significant difference between partnered groups on contact frequency.
** Statistically significant difference between non-partnered groups on contact frequency.
Source: Later Life Families Study, Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne, 1996. 

Table 1 Relationship between parents’ marital history and proximity to and contact with 
at least one adult child



Characteristics of later life parents
- marital history (divorce/separation, or not)
- gender (female or male)
- age (60+ years or younger)
- income (gross <$15000, or $15000-30000, or $30000-60000; or > $60000)
- education level (up to 10 years, or 11+ years)
- ethnic background (non-English-speaking, or not)

Availability of children 
- number of children (1–5+)
- proximity of children (at least one lives within a 30 minute drive, or not)

Relationships with children and family values
- contact with children (speak to at least one child at least weekly, or not)
- satisfaction with relationships with children (very satisfied, or satisfied/mixed feelings, or dissatisfied)
- parents strongly agree that children should provide support for them in old age, or not 

Source: Later Life Families Study, Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne, 1996.

parent generation. The disruption to kin-
ship systems may well be greater if mari-
tal separation has occurred in both the
parent and adult child generations.

The long-term planning of public sup-
port services for the aged may therefore
need to compensate for shortfalls in the fil-
ial resources which enable prolonged inde-
pendence in older age – particularly for
divorced older men. One way to promote
intergenerational exchanges and a sense of
filial obligation in future generations would
be to foster positive father–child relation-
ships, particularly following divorce.
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fathers in later life who are not in
enduring (intact) marriages may be
more estranged from their children
than other fathers, or than mothers in
any marital grouping. Therefore, as
they grow older, fathers without
spouses are more likely than mothers
to have reduced filial support.

The other significant predictors of
practical and financial aid appear to be
related to the varying financial needs or
cultural background of the later life parents. 

Conclusions 

The Institute’s Later Life Families Study
confirmed overseas findings that inter-
generational family interaction and
exchange are limited by a parental history
of divorce.

Population ageing and falling fertility
rates may affect the general availability of
filial support for the ‘baby-boomers’, who
will be elderly in the second and third
decades of the new century. If combined
with reduced access to public health and
community care services, this could mean
that some older citizens who have expe-
rienced divorce may have neither the pri-
vate resources nor enough public services
to support them adequately in old age.

Kendig (1990) and Laslett (1989) have
shown that the type of support needed to
achieve an independent old age tends to
be personal care and other practical ser-
vices which will allow older people to
stay in their own homes. However, older
parents with a history of divorce or sepa-
ration, particularly if living alone, may
need to rely more upon public nursing,
home help and other community services
as they age than those who have not expe-
rienced divorce.

Furthermore, it should be noted that the
present analysis has considered only mar-
ital separation which has taken place in the

times more likely than parents with an Eng-
lish-only background to receive financial
assistance.

Annual income of the parents was also
a significant predictor. Parents with an
income of less than $30,000 a year were 1.6
times more likely than those with higher
incomes to receive financial assistance. 

Discussion

Although there were some differences in
the factors which were important in pre-
dicting the three types of filial support, a
history of divorce was significant in
decreasing the chances of parents receiv-
ing both emotional and practical support
from children.

However, frequency of contact with
children was the strongest predictor of
emotional support and practical aid, with
parents who had divorced generally hav-
ing less contact with independent off-
spring (Table 1). 

Since a close link between levels of
contact and exchange has also been
demonstrated elsewhere (Roberts, Richards
and Bengtson 1991; Millward 1996), then
reduced contact with divorced parents
certainly foreshadows reduced exchange
later in life. 

Greater emotional support for mothers
suggests not only the (generally) more inti-
mate relationship that exists between moth-
er and children than between father and
children, but also the curtailment of ongo-
ing paternal–child relations which can fol-
low parental divorce. This implies that
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Intergenerational exchange may also be
influenced by certain socio-demographic
factors since some parents may simply
need less material assistance than others.
For example, the study found that finan-
cial assistance from children was more
likely for parents with lower incomes or
for those not in the paid workforce.

The age of parents is also a considera-
tion, because the older later life parents
(over 60 years of age) expected more help
during illness and in emergencies than
did those still in their fifties.

Parents with non-English-speaking
backgrounds were found to receive more
financial assistance from their children
than other parents. This may reflect both
English language difficulties experienced
by older migrants as well as family customs
which may lead to a greater propensity for
children to help parents.

Apart from these socio-demographic
characteristics, personal relationships may
also be important. If the relationship
between parents and their children is 
satisfactory, then children may help parents

regardless of other circumstances. Indeed,
high levels of parental satisfaction with par-
ent–child relationships generally increased
the likelihood of later life parents receiv-
ing emotional and practical support from
children.

Finally, parents’ attitudes to family
obligations also influenced exchange. If
the parent strongly agreed that it was a
child’s duty to provide them with finan-
cial and practical support in old age,
there was a greater likelihood of them
receiving financial assistance from their
children.

Comparison of Factors

We have seen that a number of factors
influence filial aid. How important is par-
ents’ marital history in comparison with the
other factors discussed?

Multivariate analysis allows a compari-
son of the relative importance of all factors
listed in Table 4 in predicting emotional
support, practical aid, and financial assis-
tance from children.

Emotional support

Among the factors listed in Table 4, there
were three significant predictors of emo-
tional support from children.

The most important predictor was rate
of contact. If the parent spoke to at least
child at least weekly, the parent was 4.6
times more likely than those with less fre-
quent contact to receive emotional support.

The predictor second in importance
was the parent’s gender. Mothers were
2.4 times more likely than fathers to receive
emotional support.

The third most important predictor was
the parents’ marital history: parents who
had not divorced were twice as likely as
those who had divorced to receive emo-
tional support.

Practical help

Regarding practical help from children,
there were three significant predictors. 

The most important predictor was rate
of contact. Parents who spoke to a child at
least weekly were 8.5 times more likely to
receive practical help from children than
those having less frequent contact.

The second most important predictor
was parental history of divorce. Parents
who had not divorced were 1.7 times
more likely to receive practical help than
were other parents.

The third most important predictor was
parental income. Parents with annual
incomes below $30,000 a year were 1.3
times more likely than those with higher
incomes to receive practical help.

Financial assistance

Unlike the first two types of help, a history
of divorce was not a significant predictor
of financial assistance. The two signifi-
cant predictors were as follows.

The most important predictor was 
ethnic background. Parents from non-Eng-
lish-speaking backgrounds were three
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Table 3 Parents’ marital history and help expected from at least one adult child

Table 4 Factors to predict help from adult children

Expect help Do/would Expect 
when ill confide help in

in child emergency
Parents’ marital history N % % %
Partnered
Married or de facto, never divorced or separated 293 52 34 42 
Remarried or repartnered after divorce or separation 49 41 29 33 

Not partnered
Widowed, never divorced 55 86** 51* 71**
Divorced or separated, not repartnered 70 61 33 43 

** Significant at p <.01 (Phi: 0.13 to 0.28)
* Significant at p<.05 (Phi: 0.09; 0.10;0.18)
Source: Later Life Families Study, Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne, 1996. 
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Parents’ marital history N % % %
Partnered
Married or de facto, never divorced or separated 286 87* 79 ** 19**
Remarried or repartnered after divorce or separation 49 63 61 4 

Not partnered
Widowed, never divorced 54 87 83# 30
Divorced or separated, not repartnered 68 81 69 18 

*  Significant at p<.0001 (Phi=0.23) ** Significant at p <.01 (Phi: 0.13;0.18)
# Significant at p<.05 (Phi=0.10)
Source: Later Life Families Study, Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne, 1996. 

Table 2 Parents’ marital history and help received from at least one adult child

Child lives within Speak to child
a 30 minute drive at least weekly

Parent’s marital history N % %
Partnered
Married or de facto, never divorced or separated (387) 65 96 *
Remarried or repartnered after divorce or separation (59) 64 78 

Not partnered
Widowed, never divorced (62) 74 94 **
Divorced or separated, not repartnered (84) 62 81 

* Statistically significant difference between partnered groups on contact frequency.
** Statistically significant difference between non-partnered groups on contact frequency.
Source: Later Life Families Study, Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne, 1996. 

Table 1 Relationship between parents’ marital history and proximity to and contact with 
at least one adult child


