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Social mobility, geographical proximity and
intergenerational family contact in Sweden

STEFAN FORS*{ and CARIN LENNARTSSON#*

ABSTRACT

This study examined intergenerational family contact. Three questions were
considered: Is there a relationship between parent’s class, child’s class and family
contact? Can class-related differences in family contact be explained by differ-
ences in geographical distance between parent and child? Is intergenerational
family contact affected by children’s social mobility? The questions were ex-
plored using data from a nationally-representative level of living survey. The
results from logistic regressions showed that parent’s class as well as the child’s
class were associated with intergenerational geographical distance and family
contact more often than once a week. Those in or retired from non-manual
occupations were less likely than manual workers to live close and to have family
contact more than once a week. We found no evidence that a change in class
position, upward nor downward, had any effect on family contacts. Rather, class-
stable non-manual families socialise less frequently than other families, even
when they live relatively close. The results therefore suggest that familial class-
cohesiveness is a stronger determinant of inter-generational family contacts than
social mobility. Future research should address the complex connection between
social mobility and other forms of relations and transfers between generations.

KEY WORDS — socio-economic status, social class, social mobility, family
contact.

Introduction

The family constitutes a central institution in the social network of most
individuals, and plays an important role in the distribution system. There
is a strong reciprocal element to intergenerational exchange, with an
increased probability to receive support in the form of time or money if
support is given (Grundy 2005). Intergenerational family support has been
found in a number of countries with varying welfare systems (Kohli 1999;
Arber and Attias-Donfout 2000; Daatland and Lowenstein 2005; Fritzell
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and Lennartsson 2005). However, the structure of family life is associated
with welfare policies, socio-demographic variations and societal charac-
teristics (Arber and Attias-Donfut 2000; Kohli 1999, 2004; Kiinemund
and Rein 1999). For instance, many studies have found differences in
family relations according to gender (Rossi and Rossi 1990; Lawton,
Silverstein and Bengtson 1994; Silverstein ef al. 1995; Attias-Donfut
and Wolff 2000; Szebehely 2005) and socio-economic status (Broese van
Groenou and van Tilburg 2003; Antonucci et al. 1999; Krause and
Borawski-Clark 1995).

Intergenerational relations cover a number of types of support and
these are often found to be socially structured, for instance by social class.
The class structure varies both between families and within families.
The class structure in Sweden, as in many countries, underwent radical
changes during the 2oth century, leading to an increase in upward inter-
generational social mobility and urbanisation. Hence, the focus of this
study is the association between social mobility or stability, geographical
proximity and intergenerational family contact in Sweden.

Intergenerational contacts

Geographical distance between family members of different generations
is related to the form and the frequency of contacts between them (e.g.
Lin and Rogerson 1995; Warnes 1986). Compared with other affluent
countries, Sweden has during the last 50 years had relatively high levels
of geographical mobility, predominately characterised by urbanisation
(Kupiszevski ¢t al. 2001). Although only a small percentage of elderly
parents in Sweden cohabit with their children, most live relatively close
to at least one child. Over half of those aged 65 or more years live within
10 kilometres of at least one of their children, and 75 per cent have
children within 50 kilometres (Larsson and Thorslund 2006). Distance to
children has not changed significantly over the past half-century.
Intergenerational family contact in Sweden has also been fairly frequent
and stable over a relatively long period (Larsson and Thorslund 2006).
Three-in-ten elderly parents have daily face-to-face contact with their
children, and nearly 70 per cent meet their children at least once a week.
This makes the average rate of contact between parents and children
comparable to that of other EU countries. According to Andersson (1994),
78.2 per cent of elderly parents in the EU have weekly contact with at least
one child. There are, however, great international differences in the rate of
daily contact. In some southern European countries, over 6o per cent of
elderly parents have daily contact with their children (Hank 2007). This is
probably a result of the high proportion of older adults who live with their
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children in these countries. In Sweden, as in most northern European
countries, the typical household has two generations and a very low

percentage of elderly parents live with their adult children (Larsson and
Thorslund 2006).

Social mobility, geographical proximity and intergenerational contacts

Because the family is an important institution in the distribution of
material, instrumental and social support, intergenerational transfers
within the family are essential to the reproduction of social positions. The
cultural and material resources possessed by a family affect the opportu-
nities and life chances available to its members through both education
and assistance with entry to various occupations. Family support improves
the long-term economic circumstances of the recipients, and thereby the
chances of attaining a privileged social position. Even though social
policies are sometimes used to create opportunities and restrictions in
status attainment and family capital transfers, the advantage of inter-
generational family exchange is significant and plays an important part in
the stratification system (for a discussion see Knijn 2004; Myles 2002;
Spilerman 2000). Thus, social inheritance and private financial transfers
contribute to personal security and the reinforcement of class inequalities
over generations (Fritzell and Lennartsson 2005).

Not only are social positions reproduced within the family, but the very
structure of family life also seems to be directly affected by social position.
People with a lower socio-economic status tend generally to have smaller,
family-centred social networks and more frequent contact with the family
than do non-manual families (Broese van Groenou and van Tilburg 2003;
Antonucci et al. 1999; Krause and Borawski-Clark 1995). There are several
explanations for this association.

Differences in access to resources explain some of the differences in
intergenerational family contact. Whereas non-manual families often have
the necessary resources to set the level of why and how often they should
meet, working-class families often lack such resources (see Arber and Ginn
1993). Connidis and McMullin (2002) suggested that most family ties are
to some extent characterised by ambivalence. This can derive from
numerous sources including social arrangements, such as those of the
family and work that have differential effects based on one’s place in
various sets of structured social relations, not least one’s social class. The
ambivalence is negotiated throughout the relationship, with varying
possible outcomes over time, including solidarity. They suggest that the
higher social classes are privileged because their resources give them
options in these negotiations; that is, they can purchase the help needed

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X07006617 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X07006617

256  Stefan Fors and Carin Lennartsson

for their frail parents. Working-class families, on the other hand, are often
forced to turn to family members for help, even when family ties are
characterised by ambivalence or conflict. As studies have shown that a
substantial amount of all care and support for older adults in Sweden, as in
many other countries, is provided by family members (Szebehely 1998,
2005), it 1s reasonable to expect that at least some of the intergenerational
contact 1s for instrumental purposes.

Social position is also associated with geographical mobility. Middle-
class children are more likely than their working-class counterparts to seek
educational and labour opportunities away from home. It has been found
that Swedish families with a low level of education and socioeconomic
positions, such as manual workers, tend to live closer to each other than
families with a higher level of education and a non-manual position
(Lennartsson 2001; Winqgvist 1999). As geographical distance can act as a
hindrance to social contact, the association between social position and
geographical mobility may constitute a mechanism that explains why
children from the middle classes have less contact with their parents than
working-class children.

On the other hand, the concept of intergenerational solidarity suggests
that geographical distance will be adjusted over time because of the
changing needs and resources of both parents and children (Bengtson and
Roberts 1991; Silverstein and Litwak 1993; Silverstein and Bengtson 1997).
The assumption is supported by a study which showed that although
adult children’s economic needs have a strong influence on proximity to
their parents early in the lifecourse, parents’ economic and health needs
become a stronger influence on geographical proximity later in life
(Silverstein 1995).

Social mobility between parents and their children is likely to have
implications for family relations. Over the last 50 years there has been
great social mobility, at least in an absolute sense, both in Sweden and in
other industrial countries (Erikson 1983; Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992).
This is mainly because of rapid changes in the Swedish occupational
structure. The agricultural sector has declined and many farmers and
agricultural workers have become manual workers. More generally, the
number of manual jobs has declined while both upper and middle non-
manual workers has increased. At the end of the 20th century, an esti-
mated 40 per cent of the gainfully-employed population belonged to the
working class, around 50 per cent held traditional non-manual jobs, nearly
10 per cent were self-employed and less than one per cent were farmers
(Jonsson 2004). In international terms, the rates of social mobility in
Sweden have been relatively high, possibly because of egalitarian social
policies (Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992; Breen 2004). Given all this, the
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question of how such changes affect intergenerational relations is of great
interest.

The foundational theoretical analyses of kinship in industrial society
often claimed that social mobility had a detrimental effect on the main-
tenance of social contacts with family and kin. In the 1920s, Sorokin
declared that social isolation was an effect of social mobility and that the
devastating consequences of losing close relationships from one’s own
original social class and childhood neighbourhood would eventually lead
to disintegration and increasing suicide rates (Sorokin 1927/1959). A more
recent study found that people with low lifetime socio-economic status and
the downwardly social mobile had small networks and low instrumental
and emotional support from non-kin but high instrumental support from
kin, when compared with the upwardly mobile or those with high lifetime
socio-economic status (Broese van Groenou and van Tilburg 2003). In
contrast, an early study from Great Britain showed that social mobility
had little impact on continuing kinship contacts. In other words, socially-
mobile men were not isolated from relatives, except when the isolation was
a consequence of geographical distance (Goldthorpe 1980).

Kulis (1991) found that stable manual working families were more likely
to provide household help, take part in social activities and demonstrate
positive emotional engagement than stable non-manual families. How-
ever, when geographical distance was adjusted for, differences remained
only in emotional engagement. He found, further, that children who
moved into non-manual positions were more likely than stable manual
working-class children to view helping their elderly parents as a sacrifice,
and it was mainly daughters who said that they were expected to make the
sacrifice.

Findings from a Swedish study have shown that the upwardly mobile
(from working-class to non-manual) children see their parents less fre-
quently than stable manual workers. Moreover, upwardly-mobile children
in turn meet their parents more than non-manual children whose parents
belong to the same class. Downwardly-mobile children meet their parents
as much as do stable manual workers. Class differences in accessibility to
parents do exist, but people nevertheless visit when able to do so. Thus,
among those who live near their parents, the degree of contact is fairly
similar, regardless of differences in class position and social mobility
(Sundstrém 1986).

The reviewed literature suggests that social class has an effect on inter-
generational contacts. In general, people with lower socio-economic
status have more frequent family contact than people with higher socio-
economic status. However, some aspects of the relationship between
parents and children also seem to be affected by intergenerational social
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mobility. Geographical mobility, rather than social mobility itself, is often
seen as the main reason for spending less time with the family, but the
universality of these findings needs further investigation.

Research questions

In the following analyses we have focused on the actual frequency of
intergenerational face-to-face contacts, because frequency of social con-
tact is an inclusive measure of family relation, encompassing instrumental
contact for care and support. Of special interest is the impact that parents’
and children’s social class has on intergenerational contact. First we
examined the likelihood of parent and child having face-to-face contact
several times a week depending on the class of both parent and child. We
expected non-manual parents and children to meet less frequently than
parents and children classified as manual workers.

Secondly, we examined whether class differences in family contacts can
to some extent be explained by differences in geographical proximity
between parent and child. The changing class patterns in Sweden have
prompted studies on how social mobility has influenced intergenerational
geographical proximity and, in turn, contacts within the family. Earlier
research suggested that non-manuals are more likely to migrate, usually in
association with education and/or employment. Taking the class position
of both parent and child into consideration, the second question was
whether there were any differences in the spatial distance between parents
and children who did not belong to the same social class and those who
did. We predicted that there would be a greater separation distance
for stable non-manual families than for stable manual families, and that
children who had achieved a non-manual position would live further away
from their parents than children who were manual workers. Thirdly, we
investigated the relationship between intergenerational inequalities and
intergenerational family contacts.

Data and variables

The study was based on the 2002 Swedish Longitudinal Study of Living
Conditions of the Oldest Old (SWEOLD), which is a continuation of the
Swedish Level of Living Survey (LNU), a longitudinal study founded in
1968. The sample was drawn from participants in the LNU sample who
had, by the time of the latest LNU survey, reached an age of 75 or more
years. The sample was nationally-representative and included people
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living in their own homes as well as those living in institutions. Proxy
interviews were employed when direct interviews were impracticable for
reasons of failing health or cognitive impairment. The SWEOLD study
was conducted using face-to-face interviews. For a description of the
sample and data collection procedures, see Lundberg and Thorslund
(1996) and Fritzell and Lundberg (2006). At the time of the 2002 survey, 736
individuals were eligible for participation. Interviews were conducted with
621 respondents, giving a response rate of 84.4 per cent. Given the nature
of the investigation, only those who had children and did not co-reside with
a child were included — all-in-all 493 respondents. Since most of the re-
spondents had more than one child, the dataset was restructured, making
each child a specific case, creating material with 1,146 individual cases. It is,
however, important to bear in mind that, even though the children were
treated as individual cases, the actual informants were the parents.

Intergenerational contacts were assessed by a single item asked about
each of the respondent’s children: How often do you usually meet and
spend time with him/her? The variable was collapsed into two categories,
separating those who reported having contact daily or several times a week
from those who met less often. The rationale behind the dichotomy was
to distinguish those with an intensive contact-frequency from those who
interacted less often, in order to capture a relationship that might indicate
a degree of obligation. In the sample, approximately 21 per cent of the
children met their parents several times a week. The variable measuring
geographical distance between generations was based on a single question
that was asked about each of the respondent’s children: How far away
from you does he/she live? This variable was used both as continuous and
dichotomised (differentiating those living within 20 km from those sepa-
rated by a greater distance). One-half of the children lived within 20 km of
their parents. The attributes of the sample are displayed in Table 1.

The measure of socio-economic class followed the official Swedish ‘SEI
classification’ (Andersson, Erikson and Wirneryd 1981), which is based on
several dimensions of the internationally well known EGP classification,
with which it has many similarities (Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992). As the
occupation of both the respondent and his or her spouse was known, the
parents were assigned a single class position for the whole household. This
was based on the assumption that some positions have a greater impact on
the values, attitudes and behavioural patterns of a household than others,
in other words, they are dominant (Erikson 1984). For the children, only the
individual occupation was known, and class position was consequently
assigned individually.

Parents were assigned to one of three social classes and the children to
one of two. Given the changes in the Swedish class structure through the
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T ABLE 1. Characteristics of the sample

Variable Category n %
Frequency of face-to-face contact Daily 62 5.4
Several times a week 178 15.5
Weekly 259 22.6
Monthly 312 27.2
Quarterly 202 17.6
Seldom or never 129 1.3
Missing 4 0.3
Geographical separation distance Less than 2 km 237 20.7
3—20 km 336 20.3
20-100 km 256 22.3
100-300 km 134 1.7
More than 300 km 179 15.6
Missing 4 0.3
Parent’s class Manual worker 550 48.0
Non-manual 379 33.1
Farmer and self-employed 215 18.8
Unclassified 2 0.2
Child’s class Manual worker 374 32.6
Non-manual 659 57.5
Unclassified 92 9.9
Sex of parent Male 461 40.2
Female 685 59.8
Sex of child Male 562 49.0
Female 584 51.0
Marital status of parent Married/ cohabiting 448 39.1
Widow/widower 617 53.8
Divorced/not-married 81 7.1
Self-rated health of parent Good 470 41.0
Poor 676 59.0
Number of siblings 4 or more 349 30.5
3 287 25.0
2 377 329
1 133 11.6
Sample size 1,146 100.0
T ABLE 2. The sample by social mobility categories
Social mobility Parent’s class Child’s class n %
Stable Manual worker Manual worker 257 22.4
Stable Non-manual Non-manual 2090 25.3
Upwardly mobile Manual worker Non-manual 233 20.3
Downwardly mobile Non-manual Manual worker 59 5.1
Mobile Farmer and self-employed Manual worker 57 5.0
Mobile Farmer and self-employed Non-manual 136 11.9
Unclassified Unclassified 114 9.9
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2oth century, only a very small minority of the children were farmers.
Furthermore, the self-employed children were highly diverse, in having
occupations traditionally associated with manual work (e.g. carpenters
and taxi drivers) as well as those traditionally associated with non-manual
work (e.g., psychologists and architects). Based on their occupation, the
self-employed children (with no employees) were classed either as manual
or non-manual workers. This classification under-estimates the number of
self-employed children. For similar reasons parents classified as farmers
with a very small acreage and with no employees were classified as manual
workers. Eight per cent of the children were unclassified because of lack of
information. They, together with the few children classified as farmers,
were excluded from the forthcoming analyses, corresponding to 10 per
cent of the sample.

The variable used to assess intergenerational social mobility included
six combinations of parent-child class position (Table 2). The first category
included two class-stable groups. The first group included parents
classified as manual workers and children classified as manual workers (22 %).
The second group included parents classified as non-manuals and children
classified as non-manuals (25 %). Thus, the proportion of parents classed as
non-manuals is fairly large for these cohorts, possibly due to selective
survival. The class-stable families represent nearly one-half of the sample.

Categories two and three included the groups we have defined as
mobile. The first group represents upward mobility — parents classified as
manual workers with children ending up as non-manuals, comprising 20 per
cent of the sample. The second group represents the downwardly socially
mobile, in other words the children who were brought up by non-manuals,
but who, are themselves now manual workers (5%). The next group com-
prised parents classified as farmers (60 %) or self-employed (40 %) whose
children were manual workers. This group constituted five per cent of the
sample and is referred to as mobile. Finally, the last mobile group included
parents classified as_farmers or self-employed whose children were non-manuals.
A total of 186 children (12 %) were classified as non-manuals with a class
origin as farmers or self-employed. The two last groups of socially-mobile
children are somewhat over-estimated as a result of the reclassification of
self-employed children.

We controlled for gender of the parent and gender of the child, for
marital status and self-rated health. In interviews during which the latter
question was excluded because of the use of a proxy, the respondent was
classified as having poor health. Since parents with several children could
be expected to have more contact with children, it is possible that the
single-parent, single-child dyads have more contact as individuals. Hence,
a variable measuring size of sibling group was included in the analyses,
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ranging from only child to four or more siblings. For a description of the
included variables see Table 1.

Analysis

Logistic regression was applied in the analyses of intergenerational family
contact and geographical distance and the results are presented as odds
ratios. The estimates express the odds of having intergenerational family
contact several times a week or living within 20 km, for each category
as compared to a reference category. The odds ratio of the reference
category is set at one. Since we used the constructed child population in
the regressions, the unit of analyses are not independent (a parent can
have more than one child). To correct for this, statistical analyses were
carried out using Stata’s (7.0) cluster command through which robust
standard errors are obtained. The analyses began by examining the as-
sociation between social class position and the two outcomes, taking the
class positions of both parents and children into account. In the following
analytic models confounding and mediating factors were taken into
account.

Results

In Table g the odds ratios for extensive intergenerational family contacts
by parent’s and child’s social class position are presented (Model 1). The
results show that those with non-manuals backgrounds had less inter-
generational family contact than parents and children in other classes.
The likelihood of having contact several times a week was only about half
as high among those with a parent classified as non-manual as it was
among those with parents classified as manual workers, when adjusted for
the class position of the child. These results suggest that parental social
class seems to be of greater importance for intergenerational social con-
tacts than the child’s own class.

In Model 2, the lower likelihood of being in contact several times a week
among children and parents classified as non-manuals remained, even
when the gender of parent and child, self-rated health, the marital status of
the parent and the size of sibling group were controlled (Table ). It should
be noted that none of the control variables were strongly associated with
intergenerational family contact. The frequency of contact was, however,
somewhat higher among mothers than fathers, among daughters than
sons, among parents with poor self-rated health than among parents in

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X07006617 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X07006617

Intergenerational family contact in Sweden 263

T ABLE 3. Odds ratios of parent and adult children having face-to-face contact
several times a week by characteristics of the participants

Model
Variable Category 1 2 3
Parent’s class Manual worker 1.00 1.00 1.00
Non-manual 0.69* 0.66%* 0.78
Farmer and self-employed 1.09 L.II 1.26
Child’s class Manual worker 1.00 1.00 1.00
Non-manual 0.81 0.771 0.91
Sex of parent Male 1.00 1.00
Female 1.12 1.22
Sex of child Male 1.00 1.00
Female 1.20 .22F
Marital status of parent Married/ cohabiting 1.00 1.00
Widow/widower 1.02 1.02
Divorced/not married 0.607 0.64%
Self-rated health of parent Good 1.00 1.00
Poor 1.19 0.91
Size of sibling group 4 or more 1.00 1.00
3 1.23 1.47%
2 1.30 1.53%
I 1.81%* 2.127%%*
Separation distance Within 20 km 17.18%%%
More than 20 km 1.00
Pseudo R? 0.01 0.01 0.15
Sample size 1,031 1,031 1,030

Note: Standard errors adjusted for clustering within families.
Significance levels: *** p<o.o001, *¥* p<o.o1, * p<o.05, T<o.10.

good health, and among children with no siblings than among children
with siblings, although the differences did not reach statistical significance.

In the third model geographical distance between parent and child
was added to the analysis. The results clearly show that geographical
proximity was a prerequisite for intense contact. As both the previous
analysis and earlier studies have shown an association between class and
geographical distance between parent and child, it was reasonable to
expect some of the class differences in intergenerational contact to be
explained by differences in geographical proximity. Our data show that as
many as 50 per cent of all parent/child pairs lived within 20 kilometres of
each other. Table 4 (Model 1) shows that stable non-manual families had a
significantly higher likelihood of living more than 20 km apart than stable
working-class families. In Model 2, adjustments were made for the gender
of both parent and child, marital status and self-rated health of parent, and
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T A B LE 4. Odds ratios of parents and adult children living within 20 km of each other
by intergenerational social mobility

Category Model

Social mobility Parent’s class Child’s class 1 2!
Stable Manual worker Manual worker 1.00 1.00
Stable Non-manual Non-manual 0.45%%* 0.47%%%
Upwardly mobile Manual worker Non-manual o.72F 0.72
Downwardly mobile Non-manual Manual worker 0.67 0.69
Mobile Farmer and self-employed Manual worker 0.77 0.78
Mobile Farmer and self-employed Non-manual 0.671 0.667
Pseudo R 0.02 0.03
Sample size 1,031 1,031

Notes: Standard errors adjusted for clustering within families. 1. Model II control for gender of both
parent and child, marital status and self-rated health of parent, and size of sibling group.
Significance levels: *** p<o.oo1, T <o.10.

T ABLE 5. Odds ratios of parents and their adult children having face-to-face
contact several tumes a week by intergenerational social mobility

Category Model
Social mobility Parent’s class Child’s class 1 2! 3?
Stable Manual worker Manual worker  1.00 1.00 1.00
Stable Non-manual Non-manual 0.57%k  o.52%k 037
Upwardly mobile Manual worker Non-manual 0.84 0.80 0.97
Downwardly mobile ~ Non-manual Manual worker  0.72 0.65 0.80
Mobile Farmer and self-employed ~ Manual worker — 1.18 1.25 1.53
Mobile Farmer and self-employed ~ Non-manual 0.87 0.84 1.10
Pscudo R? 0.01 0.01 0.15
Sample size 1,031 1,031 1,030

Notes: Standard errors adjusted for clustering within families. 1. Model 2 controls for gender of both
parent and child, marital status and self-rated health of parent, and size of sibling group. Model 3
controls for gender of both parent and child, marital status and self-rated health of parent, size of
sibling group, and geographic distance.
Significance levels: *** p<o.oo1, T <o.10.

size of sibling group. These factors did not greatly change the results
found in Model 1, so the results show significantly less intergenerational
accessibility, measured as geographical distance, between stable non-
manual families and stable working-class families.

The final step was to analyse whether extensive intergenerational family
contact is affected by children’s social mobility. In Table 5 intergenera-
tional family contacts by intergenerational social mobility are presented.
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Model 1, taking only social class into consideration, shows that the most
obvious differences in intergenerational contacts exist between the two
stable class groups. Stable non-manual families were only about one-third
as likely to have contact several times a week as working-class families.
When the potential confounders, gender, self-rated health, and parental
marital status and size of sibling group were introduced in Model 2, the
estimates for the various social classes hardly changed.

The second model showed that even when geographical distance
was controlled, class-stable non-manuals were less likely (OR =o0.47) to
maintain frequent contact than stable working-class families (Table 5).
Furthermore, the data show no convincing evidence that social mobility
had any effect on extensive social contacts between generations. Upward
and downward mobility (as defined here) had little impact on extensive
family contacts. When geographical proximity was controlled for, how-
ever, socially-mobile children with farmer/self-employed parents seemed
to be more likely to have extensive family contact than did stable working-
class families, although the estimate did not reach statistical significance.

Geographical distance was by far the most influential factor on inter-
generational contact, although some class differences remained even when
controlled. Given the importance of geographical distance, an additional
analysis including only those living within a distance of 20 km was carried
out (analysis not presented). As in the previous analyses, class-stable non-
manual families were considerably less likely to have frequent contact
than stable working-class families. Thus, even if class-stable non-manual
families were able to have frequent contact because they lived pro-
pinquitously, they still socialised less frequently than other families.

Discussion

This study has focused on the influences of social class and the distance of
separation on the level of intergenerational family contact. Changing class
patterns and increasing geographical mobility in Sweden raise questions of
whether social mobility influences the frequency of contacts beyond once a
week. Using nationally representative Swedish data, the analyses showed
that social class, parent’s class and child’s class were all associated with
geographical distance between parents and children. Stable non-manual
families (both the adult child and the parent classified as non-manuals),
were significantly less likely to live within 20 km of each other than stable
working-class families. Furthermore, social mobility seemed to have an
impact, admittedly weak, on geographical distance, with children who
became non-manuals tending to live further away from their parents than
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stable manual workers. These basic findings are very much in line with
earlier studies (e.g. Lawton et al. 1994; Greenwell and Bengtson 1997;
Warnes 1986).

Furthermore, our data (not shown) indicated that elderly parents living
in institutions and reporting poor self-rated health tended to live closer to
their children than those with good health and those living in ordinary
housing. However, there was no evidence to suggest that the geographical
proximity between the elderly parents and their children had been
systematically adjusted, as suggested by demographic evidence in the US
and elsewhere (Silverstein 1995).

Our findings provide little support for the proposition that social
mobility has any effect on intergenerational family contact. Our findings
showed, rather, that class-stable non-manual families were least likely to
maintain a contact frequency that extended beyond once a week. These
patterns remained, albeit somewhat weakened, when geographical dis-
tance was taken into consideration. Thus, stable non-manual families
tended to have less intergenerational contact even when geographical
proximity was controlled for. In analyses including only parents and
children living close to each other, these class differences were more dis-
tinct. Class-stable non-manual families met less often than stable working-
class families even when they had the same geographical proximity and
thereby opportunity to do so. These findings are in line with previous
research (Arber and Ginn 1993; Szebehely 2000, 2005), suggesting that
non-manual families have the necessary resources to set the level of why
and how often they should meet their children, while manual working-
class families might lack such resources. However, the non-manuals were
very heterogeneous and included sub-groups with large differences in
education and income. The results do not therefore exclude the possibility
of variations within the group of non-manuals. Unfortunately, the small
number of respondents made it impossible to analyse whether any differ-
ences did indeed exist.

We found no evidence that a change in class position, either upward
(children originating from manual working families) or downward
(children originating from non-manual families) had any effect on family
contacts. Instead, the findings suggest that social mobility had little impact
on continuing family contacts, and that socially-mobile children did not
have less contact with their parents than class-stable children. The small
group of downwardly mobile children did not significantly differ from the
group of class-stable manual workers. This result might have been differ-
ent if this group had been larger and more stable. This was not the case,
however, since downwardly-mobile children often are unstable in their
class position, especially when the downward mobility is experienced early

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X07006617 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X07006617

Intergenerational family contact in Sweden 267

in working life. In contrast, upwardly-mobile children are more likely to be
stable, and a return to the class of origin is rare in this group (Goldthorpe
1980).

The results indicate further that parents who were farmers or self-
employed tended to have frequent contact with their children even when
those children had been socially mobile. So compared with other families,
stable or mobile, children from farming families had no more or less
contact than others. When living close, they even tended to have a more
intensive contact frequency than class-stable families. It should be noted
that our choice to treat the small number of self-employed children (with
no employees) either as manual workers or non-manuals depending on
their occupations and to exclude the small number of children classified as
farmers could have influenced the results. However, as this was a small
group, mainly of individuals working in conventional manual and non-
manual sectors (although self-employed), it is unlikely that this would have
significantly biased the results.

As parents grow older, child-parent contacts are increasingly charac-
terised by care-giving and aid. Older adults’ dependency on adult children
for informal aid may thus result in an increase in intergenerational con-
tact, and the lesser contact among non-manuals could reflect a lower
degree of mutual dependency. For instance, non-manual families tend
to have greater financial resources with which to buy instrumental support
from other sources, as well as having an advantage in negotiations with the
welfare authorities (Szebehely 2000, 2005). People’s options and material
resources may then, to some extent, influence how often and under what
circumstances the family meets. While working-class families possess fewer
resources and have a stronger tradition of frequent family contact, they
may also shoulder a heavier care burden, as welfare authorities have
started to take the availability of family care into account when deciding
the allocation of formal care to elderly people (Szebehely 2000).

According to our results, familial class coherence (i.e. parent and child
belonging to the same social class) appeared to have a stronger impact
on frequent intergenerational contacts than social mobility. This could
indicate that class differences in family contact are at least in part gener-
ated by class-bound differences in values, patterns of behaviour and the
needs of the family as supplier of social, cultural and material support.

The findings of the present study are consistent with previous research
on the association between social class and intergenerational contact.
Our results indicate further, however, that geographical distance between
parents and children could not, by itself, explain why non-manual families
met less often than other families: members of class-stable non-manual
families were less likely to meet even when geographical distance was
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taken into consideration. The findings reported here show that social
mobility has some impact on geographical distance between generations
and little impact on intergenerational family contacts. Overall the results
suggest that familial class coherence is a stronger determinant of inter-
generational family contacts than social mobility. Future research should
address the complex connection between social mobility and other forms
of relations and transfers between generations.

Acknowledgements

Stefan Fors was funded by the Swedish Council for Working Life and Social Research
(Grant 2005-0624 and 2002-0919g). Carin Lennartsson acknowledges financial
support from the Swedish Research Council (Grant 421-2005-1936). The 2002
Swedish Panel Study of Living Conditions of the Oldest Old (SWEOLD) was
funded by the Swedish Research Council, Founding for Longitudinal Studies. The authors
have shared equal responsibility for the manuscript and they would especially like
to thank Vern Bengtson for rewarding discussions and valuable comments on
carlier drafts of this article.

References

Andersson, L. 1994. Aldre och dldreomsorg i Norden och Europa [ The Aged and Eldercare in the Nordic
Countries and Europe]. Adel-utvarderingen 94:2 [ADEL evaluation g4:2], Socialstyrelsen
[National Board of Health and Welfare], Stockholm.

Andersson, L. G., Erikson, R. and Wirneryd, B. 1981. Att beskriva den sociala strukturen
[To describe the social structure]. Statistisk Tidskrifi, 19, 113-36.

Antonucci, T. C., Ajrouch, K.]J. and Janevic, M. 1999. Socioeconomic status, social
support, age and health. In Adler, N. E., Marmot, M., McEwen, B. S. and Stewart, J.
(eds), Socioeconomic Status and Health in Industrial Nations, 896. New York Academy of
Sciences, New York, 390—2.

Arber, S. and Ginn, J. 1993. Class, caring and the life course. In Arber, S. and Evadron, M.
(eds), Ageing, Independence and the Life Course. Jessica Kingsley, London, 149—68.

Arber, S. and Attias-Donfut, C. (eds) 2000. The Myth of Generational Conflict: The Family and
State in Ageing Societies. Routledge, London.

Attias-Donfut, C. and Wolff, I. C. 2000. Complementarity between private and public
transfers. In Arber, S. and Attias-Donfut, C. (eds), The Myth of Generational Conflict: The
Family and State in Ageing Societies. Routledge, London, 47-68.

Bengtson, V. and Roberts, E. L. 1991. Intergenerational solidarity in aging families: an
example of formal theory construction. fournal of Marrage and the Family, 53, 856—70.

Breen, R. (ed.) 2004. Social Mobulity in Europe. Oxford University Press, Oxford.

Broese van Groenou, M. I. and van Tilburg, T. 2003. Network size and support in old age:
differentials by socio-economic status in childhood and adulthood. Ageing & Society, 23, 5,
625—45.

Connidis, I. A. and McMullin, J. A. 2002. Sociological ambivalence and family ties:
a critical perspective. fournal of Marriage and the Family, 64, 558-67.

Daatland, S. O. and Lowenstein, A. 2005. Intergenerational solidarity and the family-
welfare state balance. European Journal of Ageing, 2, 174-82.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X07006617 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X07006617

Intergenerational family contact in Sweden 269

Erikson, R. 1983. Changes in social mobility in industrial nations: the case of Sweden.
Research in Social Stratification and Mobility, 2, 165-95.

Erikson, R. 1984. Social class of men, women and families. Sociology, 18, 500-14.

Erikson, R. and Goldthorpe, J. H. 1992. The Constant Flux: A Study of Class Mobility in
Industrial Societies. Clarendon, Oxford.

Fritzell, J. and Lennartsson, C. 2005. Financial transfers between generations in Sweden.
Ageing & Society, 25, 3, 397—414-

Fritzell, J. and Lundberg, O. 2006. Health Inequalities and Welfare Resources: Continuity and
Change in Sweden. Policy Press, Brighton.

Goldthorpe, J. H. 1980. Soctal Mobility and Class Structure in Modern Britain. Clarendon,
Oxford.

Greenwell, L. and Bengtson, V. 1997. Geographical distance and contact between
middle-aged children and their parents: the effects of social class over 20 years. fournal of
Gerontology, Social Sciences, 52B, 13—26.

Grundy, E. 2005. Reciprocity in relationships: socio-economic and health influences on
intergenerational exchanges between third age parents and their adult children in Great
Britain. British Journal of Sociology, 56, 233-55.

Hank, K. 2007. Proximity and contacts between older parents and their children. Journal of
Marriage and the Family, 69, 157-73.

Jonsson, J. O. 2004. Equality at a halt? Social mobility in Sweden 1976—99. In Breen, R.
(ed.), Soctal Mobility in Europe. Oxford University Press, Oxford, 225-50.

Knijn, T. 2004. Family solidarity and social solidarity. In Knijn, T. and Komter (eds),
Substitutes or Complements in Solidarity Between the Sexes and the Generations. Edward Elgar,
Cheltenham, Gloucestershire, 18-33.

Kohli, M. 1999. Private and public transfers between generations: linking the family and
the state. European Societies, 1, 81-104.

Kohli, M. 2004. Intergenerational transfers and inheritance: a comparative view. In
Silverstein, M. (ed.), Intergenerational Relations Across Time and Place. Annual Review of
Gerontology and Geriatrics 24. Springer Publishing Company, New York, 266-89.

Krause, N. and Borawski-Clark, E. 1995. Clarifying the functions of social support in later
life. Research on Aging, 16, 251-79.

Kulis, S. 1991. Why Honor Thy Mother and Father: Class, Mobility and Family Ties in Later Life.
Garland, New York.

Kiinemund, H. and Rein, M. 1999. There is more to receiving than needing: theoretical
arguments and empirical explorations of crowding in and crowding out. Ageing & Society,
19, 1, 93— 12I.

Kupiszewski, M., Borgegard, L.-E., Fransson, U., Hékansson, J., Durham, He. and
Rees, P. 2001. Internal Migration and Regional Population Dynamics in Europe: Sweden Case
Study. Working Paper o1/o1r. School of Geography, University of Leeds, Leeds,
Yorkshire.

Larsson, K. and Thorslund, M. 2006. Old people’s health. Scandinavian Journal of Public
Health, 34, suppl 67, 185—98.

Lawton, L., Silverstein, M. and Bengtson, V. 1994. Affection, social contact, and
geographic distance between adult children and their parents. Fournal of Marriage and the
Family, 56, 57-68.

Lennartsson, C. 2001. Stil in Touch: Family Contacts, Activities and Health among Elderly in
Sweden. Swedish Institute for Social Research, Stockholm.

Lin, G. and Rogerson, P. A. 1995. Elderly parents and the geographic availability of their
adult children. Research on Aging, 17, 303-31.

Lundberg, O. and Thorslund, M. 1996. Fiecldwork and measurement considerations in
surveys of the oldest old: experience from the Swedish Level of Living Surveys. Social
Indicators Research, 37, 165-67.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X07006617 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X07006617

270  Stefan Fors and Carin Lennartsson

Myles, J. 2002. A new social contract for the elderly? In Esping-Andersen, G., Gallie, D.,
Hemerijck, A. and Myles, J. (eds), Why We Need a New Welfare State. Oxford University
Press, Oxford, 130-72.

Rossi, A. S. and Rossi, P. H. 1990. Of Human Bonding: Parent-child Relations Across the Life
Course. Aldine de Gruyter, New York.

Silverstein, M. 1995. Stability and change in temporal distance between the elderly and
their children. Demography, 32, 29—45.

Silverstein, M. and Litwak, E. 1993. A task-specific typology of intergenerational family
structure in later life. The Gerontologist, 33, 258—64.

Silverstein, M. and Bengtson, V. 1997. Intergenerational solidarity and the structure of
adult child-parent relationships in American families. American Journal of Sociology, 103,
429—60.

Silverstein, M., Parrott, T. M. and Bengtson, V. L. 1995. Factors that predispose middle-
aged sons and daughters to provide social support to older parents. Journal of Marriage and
the Family, 57, 465-75.

Sorokin, P. A. 1927/1959. Soctal and Cultural Mobility. Free Press, New York, 522-26.

Spilerman, S. 2000. Wealth and stratification processes. Annual Review of Sociology, 26,
4977524

Sundstrém, G. 1986. Intergenerational mobility and the relationship between adults and
their aging parents in Sweden. The Gerontologist, 26, 367-71.

Szebehely, M. 1998. Changing divisions of carework: caring for children and frail elderly
people in Sweden. In Lewis, J. (ed.), Gender, Social Care and Welfare Restructuring in Europe.
Ashgate, Aldershot, Hampshire, 257-83.

Szebehely, M. 2000. Aldreomsorg i foriandring — knappare resurser och nya organisa-
tionsformer [Eldercare in change —less resources and new forms of organisation].
In Szebehely, M. (ed.), Valfird, vard och omsorg [ Welfare and Care]. SOU 2000: 38, Fritzes,
Stockholm, 171—223.

Szebehely, M. 2005. Care as employment and welfare provision: child care and elder
care in Sweden at the dawn of the 21st century. In Dahl, H. M. and Eriksen, T. R. (eds),
Dilemmas of Care in the Nordic Welfare State. Continuity and Change. Ashgate, Aldershot,
Hampshire, 8o-100.

Warnes, A. M. 1986. The residential mobility histories of parents and children and
relationships to present proximity and social integration. Environment and Planning A, 18,
6, 1581-94.

Wingqvist, M. 1999. Vuxna barn med yilpbehdvande forildrar — en livsformsanalys [Adult Children of
Parents in Need of Assistance: A Life-mode Analysis]. Sociologiska Institutionen, Uppsala
Universitet, Uppsala, Sweden.

Accepted 24 FJune 2007
Address for correspondence:
Carin Lennartsson, Aging Research Center, Karolinska Institutet/
Stockholm University, Gévlegatan 16, SE-11330 Stockholm, Sweden.

E-mail: Carin.Lennartsson@ki.se

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X07006617 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X07006617

