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Race and Multigenerational Family 
Structure, 1900-1980 

Steven Ruggles and Ron Goeken 

In the late nineteenth century, family and household composition in the 
United States was more complex than ever before or since.1 More than a 
fifth of Americans resided with their extended kin, and about a quarter 
resided in households with nonrelatives, usually boarders, lodgers, or servants. 
Most people lived in extended or augmented households at some point 
during the course of their lives. Fewer than one in twenty households 
consisted of only one person (Ruggles 1987, 1988). 

The 1980s represent the opposite extreme: Households are now simpler 
than they have ever been. Only 6 percent of households now include 
extended kin, and the proportion of families with unrelated individuals is 
even lower. This change doe~ not reflect a new dominance of nu~lear 
households consisting of a husband, a wife, and their children. The frequency 
of such households has declined by about a third, and by 1983 they 
accounted for only 29 percent of all households. The change has come 
through an increase in fragmentary households: married couples without 
children, unmarried couples, single-parent households, and persons living 
alone (Ruggles 1988; Sweet and Bumpass 1987; U.S. Bureau· of the Census 
1983, 1987). 

This chapter represents the preliminary stage of a larger project concerning 
one facet of the simplification of household structure: the decline of 
multigenerational living arrangements, with a special focus on differentials 
between blacks and whites. Figure 2.1 shows the percentages of elderly 
whites and blacks residing with adult children or extended kin in each 
available census year. There are no data currently available on such living 
arrangements for the 1920 and 1930 census years, so there may have been 
fluctuations in the interval between 1910 and 1940 that are not reflected 
in the graph. At the turn of the century, about 65 percent of whites aged 
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Figure 2.1 Percent of Persons Age"d 60 and over Residing with Adult Children or Extended 
Kin by Race and Census Year 
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sixty or older resided with their adult children or extended kin. The 
proportion of elderly blacks with such living arrangements was slightly 
lower. By 1980, the situation had changed dramatically: Only a quarter of 
the elderly resided with adult children or kin. Moreover, by the later census 
year a substantial differential had emerged between elderly blacks and whites; 
blacks resided with adult children or other kin almost twice as frequently 
as did whites. 

Our research focuses on these dramatic shifts in living arrangements. 
We are concerned with two basic questions: (1) Why did the frequency of 
multigenerational and extended families decline during the course of the 
twentieth century? (2) What is the source of the reversal of the race 
differential in the family structure of the aged? 

Theoretical Considerations 

A generation ago there would have been near consensus among historians 
and sociologists about the causes of the simplification of household structure 
during the past century. Most scholars regarded the breakdown of complex 
household structures as an inevitable consequence of economic and social 
development. Structural-functionalists argued that a shift from family to 
factory production undermined extended and augmented households (Parsons 
1959; Parsons and Bales 1955; Smelser 1959). Modernization theorists pointed 
to economic and social mobility, the rise of individualism, urbanization, 
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literacy and education, the loss of traditional values, 'and the decline of 
community, all of which supposedly reduced the utility of the extended 
family and contributed to the ideal of the isolated nuclear family (Fletcher 
1963; Goode 1963; Nimkoff 1962; Tonnies 1957). Virtually all theorists 
envisioned a general shift from extended family to nuclear family structure 
sometime between the seventeenth and the twentieth centuries. 

We now know that these models contradict the historical record for 
Western Europe and the United States. Few people lived in extended 
families before the nineteenth century. The evideii.ce indicates that the 
frequency of extended families actually increased during the industrial 
revolution, as did the incidence of boarding and lodging (Anderson 1971; 
Laslett 1972; Ruggles 1987; Wall 1983). 

Clearly, then, there is no straightforward relationship between economic 
development or modernization and the decline of complex family structures. 
In the wake of these ·findings, the theorists are in disarray. Some historians 
and sociologists have turned to new kinds of functional economic explanation. 
They argue that the harsh economic conditions of early industrial capitalism 
strengthened the interdependence of family members and led to a high 
frequency of extended families (Chudacoff and Hareven 1979; Hareven 1978; 
Katz 1975; Model! 1978). According to exchange theorists, multigenerational 
families served a variety of economic needs for their members (Anderson 
1971, 1976). The elderly often lacked sufficient resources to meet their living 
expenses, but they could provide assistance to their children, especially in 
the area of childcare for families with working mothers. Many historians 
agree· truit extended living arrangements often served as a defense against 
poverty. ·By "sharing and huddling," a family could make the most! efficient 
use of limited resources (Foster 1974; Levine 1977; Medick 1976). In the 
twentieth century, according to this thesis, real wages rose and living 
conditions improved, and so the functional need for extended families 
diminished. Thus, the restilt of the relaxation of economic stress was a 
general simplification of family structure; people started living independently 
because they could afford it (Beresford and Rivlin 1966; Michael, Fuchs, 
and Scott 1980; also, see Angel and Tienda 1982). 

Other theorists point to institutional changes in the twentieth century. 
The institutionalization of fixed retirement ages and the simultaneous 
introduction of private pensions and Social Security are said to have 
contributed to the fragmentation of extended families because they provided 
the means for the elderly to maintain separate residences. The restrictions 
imposed on welfare recipients under Aid to Families with Dependent 
Children are also seen as contributing to the fragmentation of households 
(Anderson 1977; Chevan and Korson 1972; King 1988; Troll 1971). 

The black extended family has its own theoretical literature. In the first 
half of this century, several sociologists argued that conditions of slavery 
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had resulted in disorganization and instability in black families (DuBois 
1909; Frazier 1939). The thesis that the black family was pathological became 
the dominant interpretation of the 1940s and 1950s (Elkins 1959; Myrdal 
1944). This school of research culminated with Moynihan's (1965) report, 
which concluded that the "pathological" nature of black communities could 
be traced to the deterioration of black family life. In response to Moynihan's 
study, which. emphasized the high frequency of black female· headed house· 
holds, many sociologists have stressed the strength of extended kin ties 
among blacks (e.g., Aschenbrenner 1973; Hays and Mindel 1973; Hill 1971; 
Martin and Martin 1978; McAdoo 1983; Riessrnan 1966; Staples 1975). 
Most argue that the black extended family is· a defense against poverty or 
a means of coping with single parenthood (Allen 1979; Billingsley .1968; 
Farley 1971; Fischer et al. 1968; Hofferth 1984; Stack 1974). Others point 
to cultural differences between blacks and whites that encourage stronger 
multigenerational kin ties among blacks (Nobles 1978; Scanzoni 1971; 
Shimkin, Shimkin, and Frate 1978). Historical research, by contras.t, has 
challenged Moynihan's thesis from the opposite direction by pointing Ol)t 
that most blacks in the nineteenth century resided in male-headed nuclear 
families (Furstenberg et al. 1975; Gutman 1975, 1976; Lammermeir 1973; 
Pleck 1972; Riley 1975; Shifllet 1975; Smith et al. 1979). · 

Social scientists frequently view household structure as a strategic and 
rational response to prevailing demographic or economic conditions. This 
functional approach is partly a consequence of static analysis. If we study 
household structure at a single moment in time, the range of potential 
explanations is effectively limited to concurrent structural factors. We believe 
that analyses of household structure should focus on processes of change. 
This is especially important because a large body of sociological theory 
rests on untested assumptions about the evolution of the family. Our ability 
to construct meaningful social theory and to design effective public policy 
is handicapped if we are limited to static explanation. To understand current 
residential behavior we should study behavior in the past. 

Data Sources 

This research is made possible by the recent release of large microdata sets 
of historical census data. We have used samples drawn from the United 
States federal censuses for the census years 1900, 1910, 1940, 1950, 1960, 
1970, and 1980, and we plan to add data from the 1880 census when it 
becomes available (Graham 1979; Ruggles and Menard 1990; Strong et al. 
1989; U.S. Bureau of the Census 1972, 1973, 1982, 1984a, 1984b). Since 
1960, the Census Bureau has made public-use samples of the census available 
to researchers within a few years of the decennial enumeration. During 
the past decade, projects carried qut at the University of Washington, the 
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University of Pennsylvania, and the University of Wisconsin in conjunction 
with the Census Bureau have converted large national samples of the 1900, 
1910, 1940, and 1950 census manuscripts into machine-readable form, and 
a similar project for the 1880 census is currently underway at the Minnesota 
Social History Research Laboratory. 

All these census files provide individual-level information on age, sex, 
race, family relationships, marital status, occupation, and birthplace. For 
the most part, these basic variables can be made closely compatible across 
census years. Although there were significant changes in census definitions 
and variations in the sampling procedures, it is possible to construct 
consistent versions of the census files with only a ffioderate loss of information. 
For a full discussion of the problems of compaiing data from the series 
of public-use samples and the methods we have used to overcome them, 
see Ruggles (1991). 

Changes in Family Structure and Demography 

The dramatic changes in population composition during the course of the 
twentieth century complicate the study of changing family structure. Life 
expectancy at the turn of the century was about 4 7 years, compared with 
74 in 1980, and total fertility was twice as high as it is today. These changes 
had important consequences for extended family structure, because they 
altered the pool of kin available for coresidence. In addition, massive 
urbanization during the tWentieth century has transformed the social context 
of family life. . 

We have only begun to ·sort out the effects of these changes. /An initial 
attempt to account for the long-term effects. of compositional ' change is 
given in Figure 2.2. Like Figure 2.1, this graph shows the percentage of 
elderly. blacks and whites residing with adult children or extended kin, but 
this time we have simultaneously controlled for race and period differentials 
in age, sex, marital status/presence of spouse, metropolitan residence, and 
farm residence. The method we used is multiple standardization, which is 
closely related to the decomposition of rates approach as developed by 
Kitagawa (1955) and later relined by Das Gupta (1978). The appendix to 
this chapter describes the methods and decomposes the race and period 
differentials into the effects of each factor. For whites, the effects of factors 
tended to cancel one ai;iother out; overall, the changes in population 
composition can account for only 6.2 percent of the overall decline in the 
proportion of the elderly residing with adult children or other kin. By 
contrast, among blacks compositional factors account for more than 40 
percent of the change in family structure. 

For these reasons, in Figure 2.2 the contrast in the historical.experience 
of blacks and whites is magnified. When population structure is held 
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Figure 2.2 Percent-of Persons Aged 60 and over Residing with Adult Children or Extended 
Kin Controlling for Age, Sex, Marital Status, Presence of Spouse, Metropolitan Residence, · 

and Farm Residence by Race and Census Year 
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constant, the peak frequency of residence with adult children or kin among 
blacks occurred in 1940 instead of 1900, and the long-term decline of such 
families was small. The dramatic simplification of family structure of the 
elderly in the twentieth century mainly affected whites; among blacks, there 
has been relatively little change. 

The treatment of family structure as a simple dichotomy ·masks some 
key differences between blacks and whites. Table 2.1 breaks the living 
arrangements of the elderly into seven categories. The top section for each 
race shows the percentages of persons 60 and over residing in simple 
families, subdivided . into those residing without any relatives and those 
residing with only their spouse or children under 21. Among both blacks 
and whites, the increase of simple families has been evenly divided between 
these two categories. · 

The second section of Table 2.1 shows the percentages of elderly residing 
in multigenerational families, which we define as residence with children 
who are older than 21 or ever-married. These are subdivided into residence 
with never-married adult children, ever-married adult children and no 
grandchildren, and both children and grandchildren. The final section of 
the table gives the percentages of elderly residing with other extended kin, 
broken into residence with grandchildren and no children and residence 
with other extended kin. This last category of other kin primarily consists 
of siblings, nephews, and nieces. 
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TABLE 2.1 Living Arrangements of the Elderly by Year and Race Controlling for Age, 
Sex, and Marital Status 

1900 1910 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 

Whites, residi"ng in 

Simple families 34.9 38.1 47.0 55.8 65.9 74.1 78.4 
Unrelated individuals 14.4 15.6 19.3 22.7 26.8 31.8 35.2 
Spouse and/or child under 21 20.5 22.5 27.7 33.1 39.1 42.3 43.2 

Multigeneratlonal families 53.4 50.1 42.2 32.9 22.3 16.4 14.1 
Never-married adult child 24.2 23.4 18.8 12.4 9.5 7.2 7.1 
Ever-married child 7.2 7.5 9.1. 8.6 5.1 3.9 3.6 
Child and grandchild 22.0 19.2 14.3 11.9 7.7 5.3 3.4 

Other extended famllles 11.7 11.7 10.9 11.1 11.7 9.4 7.5 
Grandchild, no adult child 3.7 2.9 2.0 1.5 1.3 1.3 0.8 
Other kin 8.0 8.8 8.9 9.6 10.4 8.1 6.7 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Number of cases 5791 11402 12368 17160 10882 13282 15601 

Blacks; residing In 

Simple families 37.2 40.9 42.2 48.7 51.9 60.5 62.0 
Unrelated individuals 15.8 18.4 18.4 21.7 22.6 26.8 28.3 
Spouse and/or child under 21 21.4 22.5 23.8 27.0 29.3 33.7 33.7 

Multigenerational families 38.4 38.9 36.3 30.8 25.4 20.5 21.9 
Never-married adult child 9.0 8.9 7.4 4.9 4.6 5.9 7.2 
Ever-married child 7.8 8.4 11.4 10.8 8.4 5.9 6.0 
Child and grandchild 21.6 21.6 17.5 15.1 12.4 8.7 8.7 

Other extended families . 24.4 20.0 21.5 20.5 22.7 19.0 16.2 
Grandchild, no adult child 12.5 11.0 9.1 8.1 7.1 6.4 5.3 
Other kin 11.9 9.0 12.4 12.4 15.6 12:6 10.9 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Number of cases 535 1562 4659 6248 8601 11671 14100 

For elderly whites, the largest category of multigenerational families in 
1900 was comprised of persons living with their adult never-married children. 
The late-Victorian pattern of coresidence of single children-especially 
daughters-and their elderly parents is a common theme of nineteenth· 
century literature, and the phenomenon has also been noted by social 
historians (Anderson 1984; Auerbach 1978, 1982; King and Ruggles 1990; 
Mintz 1983; Ruggles 1987; Showalter 1977; Watkins 1984). A high pro• 
portion-over 10 percent-of white women in this period never married. 
Contemporaries generally ascribed this to the "selfishness" of bachelors or 
to the "surplus of women'' (Burgess 1965; C~bbe 1862; Cruikshank et al. 
1912,330; also, see citations in Kanner 1972: 182-185). Given the social and 
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economic constraints of marriage in the late nineteenth century, no doubt 
many white women chose not to marry in order to maintain their inde.
pendence. Those who never married typically remained in their parental 
households because there were few alternatives available to single women 
in this period. Moreover, the prescriptive literature of the period is clear 
on the duties of children to care for their parents in old age (See, for 
example, Butler 1912; Griffin 1886; Hague 1855; Robins 1896). Indeed, it 
is likely that some women at the turn of the century never married precisely 
because they felt obligated to remain in their parental households. 

During the course of the twentieth century, it became more socially 
acceptable for unmarried white women to live alone or in group quarters, 
and the Victorian sense of duty to parents diminished. Moreover, after 
the Great Depression the proportion of women marrying increased dra· 
matically. Between 1900 and 1980, the proportion of elderly whites residing 
with never-married adult children declined from 24.2 percent to 7.1 percent, 
a change that accounts for over 40 percent of their total decline in the 
frequency of multigenerational families. 

Among blacks, residence of the elderly with unmarried children has 
never been very frequent, and the frequency of such living arrangements 
has changed only slightly over the century. This is probably related to 
higher proportions marrying among blacks; almost 97 percent of black~ at 
the turn of the century eventually got married. In addition, the social 
constraints against unmarried women living alone-which were most pro· 
nounced among the white bourgeoisie-probably had a smaller effect on 
blacks than on whites. 

A second major difference between blacks and whites in family composition 
has been the proportion residing with grandchildren but without married 
children. This category appears near the bottom of Table 2.1. From 1900 
through 1980, elderly blacks were three to eight times more likely than 
whites to reside with grandchildren only.. A significant source of this 
difference is higher mortality among blacks, which left a larger proportion 
of parentless grandchildren. We have not yet developed estimates of the 
differential frequencies of parentless grandchildren, but although the mor· 
tality differentials are large we expect that they are not great enough to 
account for the entire race difference in residence with grandchildren. 
Shimkin, Louie, and Prate (1971) have suggested that the high frequency 
of blacks residing with grandchildren and no children in the South can 
be ascribed to the reverse migration of grandchildren whose parents had 
moved north. However, because northward migration was only a minor 
phenomenon at the outset of our period, this too is only a partial explanation. 
A third possibility is that the differential is connected to higher rates of 
illegitimacy among blacks. All three of these explanations can be investigated 
further, and we intend fo pursue them. 
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The rest of this chapter focuses on the multigenerational category of 
Table 2.1. Analyses of the trends and race differentials in multigenerational 
family structure should take the experience of both the older generation 
and the younger generation into account, because the power to decide 
whether to form a multigenerational family often rests with the younger 
generation. Figure 2.3 compares the frequency of multigenerational families 
from the perspective of the younger generation and the older generation. 
The top panel, Figure 2.3a, shows the percentages of persons aged 21 to 
59 residing with elderly parents, and Figure 2.3b shows the percentage of 
persons aged 60 and over residing with adult or ever-married children. 
Like Figure 2.2, both the graphs in Figure 2.3 use multiple standardization 
to control for compositional change in age, sex, marital status/presence of 
spouse, metropolitan residence, and farm residence. 

The trends and differentials in multigerierational family structure are 
strikingly different when we measure them from the perspective of the 
younger generation. When we control for the changing population com· 
position, the peak frequency of multigenerational residence for the younger 
generation occurred in 1950 among both whites and blacks. There has 
been a sharp decline in the frequency of multigenerational families for 
younger-generation. whites since 1950, but for blacks the percentage has 
remained constant. Equally important, when we control for differential 
population· cOmposition, residence with elderly parents was more common 
among whites than among blacks in every census year except 1980, when 
.the two were virtually identical. 

The contrasts between Figures 2.3a and 2.3b are probably largely a result 
of demographic patterns. Controlling for the effects of changing population 
composition only partly accounts for the effects of demography on family 
structure. The decline in mortality between 1900 and 1950 meant that far 
more adults had living parerits with whom they could reside. Furthermore, 
declining fertility from the late nineteenth century to the depression meant 
that adults in 1950 had many fewer siblings than their counterparts of 
1900. Because the elderly have rarely resided with more than one of their 
adult children, the decline of fertility meant that the increasing numbers 
of parents were divided between a declining number of offspring, so the 
odds of residence with any particular adult child went up. These two 
demographic factors are doubtless responsible for the increase in the 
percentages of adults residing with their parents froin 1900 to 1950. After 
1950, the mortality trend slowed and the fertility trend reversed, and the 
overall percentage of the younger generation residing in multigenerational 
families finally began to go down. 

Mortality and fertility also affected the differential frequency with which 
adult blacks and whites resided with their parents (Ruggles 1986, 1987). 
Black mortality has been markedly higher than that of whites throughout 
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Figure 2.3a Percent of Persons Aged 21-59 Residing with Parents Aged 60 or over Controlling 
for Age, Sex, Marital Status, Presence of Spouse, Metropolitan Residence, and Farm Residence 
by Race and Census Year 
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Figure 2.3b Percent of Persons Aged 60 and over Residing with Adult Children Controlling 
for Age, Sex, Marital Status, Presence of Spouse, Metropolitan Residence, and Farm Residence 
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American history, and for most of the twentieth century black fertility has 
been higher than white fertility. Thus, black adults were less likely to have 
living parents and had a larger number of siblings competing for the 
available parents. By comparison, white adults have consistently had greater 
demographic oppoftunities to reside with their parents. 

The effects of demographic differences on the frequency of multigener· 
ational families are not confined to the younger generation. Clearly, the 
fertility of the elderly determines their opportunities to reside with children: 
Those with many children are more likely to have at least one who wants 
to coreside. Mortality is also a factor, both because it affects the number 
of surviving children and because the death of a spouse can precipitate 
the formation of a multigenerational family. The effects of spousal mortality 
are ·controlled in Figures 2.2 and 2.3, because they are standardized for 
marital status and presence of spouse. 

Economic Status and 
Multigenerational Family Structure 

The leading explanation for ·the decline of multigenerational living ar· 
rangements among the elderly is that rising incomes allowed increasing 
numbers of the aged to maintain separate residences. Unf;,rt1.1nately, the 
census did not provide sufficient information to calculate the tOtal income 
of the elderly members of each family until 1960. This section will first 
briefly examine the effects of rising incomes on the family structure of the 
elderly in 1960 and 1980 and will then turn to alternate measures of 
economic status to investigate the question in the earlier period. / 

Figure 2.4 shows the relationship between the income of each generation 
· and the frequency of multigenerational families in 1960 and 1980. The two 
graphs at the top of the page give the percentages of the elderly residing 
in multigenerational families for blacks and whites, and the two graphs at 
the bottom show the percentages of persons aged 21 to 59 residing with 
elderly parents. In all four graphs, income refers to the sum of own income 
and spouse's income and is expressed in quintiles. 

Among the elderly, low income was associated with a high frequency of 
multigenerational families among .both races in both census years. The same 
was true for the younger generation in 1980, but in 1960 the frequency 
of multigenerational families was not consistently related to income of the 
younger generation for either whites or blacks. 

To estimate how much of the decline in the frequency of multigenerational 
families between 1960 and 1980 should be ascribed to increasing income, 
we turned to decomposition analysis (Das Gupta 1978; Ruggles 1989). Income 
was expressed in hundreds of 1967 dollars, and we simultaneously controlled 
for age, sex, and marital status. Among whites, the rise in incomes of the 



28 Steven Ruggles· and Ron Goeken 

If family structure is considered as a consequence of labor-force status, 
we can estimate the consequences of declining participation among blacks. 
Because working blacks were less likely to reside in multigenerational 
families than those who did not work, the decline in the percentage in 
the labor force cannot help to explain the decline of the multigenerational 
family; indeed, all things being equal, we would expect the drop in labor
force participation to contribute to an increase in the frequency of mul .. 
tigenerational families. Decomposition an~lysis with age, sex, and marital 
status indicates that the increase resulting from changing labor-force par
ticipation would be about 3.5-percent. Thus, if labor-force status were held 
constant, the total decline in the percentage of multigenerational families 
would be about 20 percent instead of the actual 16.5 percent. 

To assess the role of economic status for persons in the labor force, we 
have developed a measure we call the economic score. Each specific 
occupational title that can be identified across census years is assigned a 
score based on the median income of persons with that occupation in 
1950. For occupations held by both men and women in significant numbers, 
the score is calculated separately for each sex. Of course, this measure is 
imperfect because it ignores changes in the hierarchy of occupations over 
time. All conventional occupational classification systems share this problem, 
however, and the economic score provides a more subtle index of relative 
economic status than any conventional classification. Moreover, there is 
considerable evidence that the hierarchy of occupational prestige has changed 
only modestly since the mid-nineteenth century {Hauser 1982; Hodge, Seigel, 
and Rossi 1964; Sharlin 1980; Treiman 1976; Tyree and Smith 1978). 

Figure 2.5 is analogous to Figure 2.4, except that it is based on economic 
scores instead of on income and therefore can include figures from the 
early twentieth century. For the elderly generation in 1960 and 1980, the 
effect of economic score is similar to the effect of income: low economic 
status is associated with a high frequency of multigenerational families. But 
the pattern is quite different for the earlier period. Indeed, at least for 
elderly whites, there appears to be a positive relationship between economic 
score and multigenerational family structure in 1910 and 1940. For blacks, 
the pattern is less clear, but the highest proportion of multigenerational 
families among the elderly is found in the fourth quintile of economic 
score. Among the younger generation, there are few consistent effects of 
economic score on· the frequency of multigenerational families. 

Because the economic scores only indicate relative economic status within 
census years, we cannot analyse the impact of changes in economic scores 
on living arrangements across census years. However, the data in Figure 
2.5 strongly suggest that the decline in the frequency of multigenerational 
families in the first half of the century cannot be ascribed to rising economic 
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Figure 2.5 Percent of Persons in Multigenerational Families Controlling for Age, Sex, Marital 
Status, and Presence of Spouse by Economic Score, Generation, Race, and Census Year 
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status of the elderly .. This does not rule out economic explanations; it 
simply means that they have to be more subtly constructed. 

One approach is to analyze the economic relationships between generations 
in multigenerational families. Table 2.3 represents an initial step in this 
direction. The first column in each panel shows the percentage of multigen
erational families in which the older generation was the primary income 
producer or wage earner, accounting for 75 percent or more of the income 
or ·economic score. The second column shows the percentage of families 
in which the presence of the older generation increased the family per
capita income or economic score. In all periods and according to both 
measures, the economic contribution of the elderly was significantly higher 
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TABLE 2.3 Measures of the Economic Contribution of the Older Generation in Mul
tlgenerational Famllles, Controll\ng for Age, Sex, and Marital Status 

Income-based measures 

Whites 
1960 
1980 

Blacks 
1960 
1980 

Percent of Families in Which the 
Older Generation is the Primary 
Income Producer 

20.1 
25.6 

31.1 
32.5 

Measures based on economic scores 

Percent of Families In Which the 
Older Generation Is the Primary 
Wage Earner 

Whites 
1910 14.4 
1940 10.7 
1960 15.2 
1980 13.3 

Blacks 
1910 29.0 
1940 22.0 
1960 23.2 
1980 16.3 

Percent of Families in Which the 
Older Generation Raises Family 
Per-capita Income 

32.3 
44.5 

47.5 
51.8 

Percent of Families In Which the 
Older Generation Raises Family 
Per-capita Economic Score 

31.5 
26.4 
34.1 
34.4 

48.6 
37.7 
42.2 
40.5 

for blacks than for whites. In terms of economic score, the contribution 
of the elderly has diminished over time, but the data on income suggest 
the possibility that this trend may be counteracted by the increase in 
nonwage income of the aged. 

The evidence on the economic contributions of the elderly in multi· 
generational families suggests a possible explanation for the greater decline 
in multigenerational living arrangements among whites. Most elderly whites 
who did reside in multigenerational families seem to have been economically 
dependent. The economic incentives for elderly whites to reside with their 
children are obvious, but the motives of their children are less clear. For 
many, maintaining their parents was no doubt an economic burden, although 
it may have been offset by other contributions to family welfare such as 
homeownership, childcare, and responsibility for domestic duties. But as 
noted earlier, among whites there were powerful cultural sanctions against 
those who did not maintain their parents in old age. During the course 
of the twentieth century, these social norms have shifted dramatically. 
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Without the force of social obligation, the younger generation has had 
little incentive to take in their parents. 

But the story is somewhat different for blacks. Elderly blacks in mul
tigenerational families have always made a larger economic contribution to 
the family than elderly whites. From the perspective of the younger 
generation, the parents have often been an economic asset. Indeed, in many 
cases it was the younger generation that was dependent. As the century 
progressed, younger-generation blacks, to a significantly greater extent than 
younger .. generation whites, had a continuing economic iO:centive to reside 
with their parents. 

Conclusion 

Both historians and sociologists have written extensively on family structure. 
For the most part, however, the historical literature is confined to the 
nineteenth century and before; the sociological literature has focused on 
the period since ·1960. ·Moreover, each discipline has adopted different 

· systems of analysis and methods of classification. One of our major aims 
is to connect the nineteenth .. century studies with research on the recent 
past by analyzing household structure in a consistent way for the entire 
twentieth century. 

One of the difficulties of studying family structure over such a long 
period is that the magnitude of demographic and economic change in the 
past century has shifted the social context of family structure. :We have 
attempted to cope with some of the basic structural changes in the population 

'. ' through the use of multiple standardization. A much more intractable 
problem is posed by the effects of demographic changes on the availability 
of kin. As we pointed out above, fertility and mortality can have dramatic 
consequences for the composition of kin groups. Although the census does 
provide information on the characteristics of kin who reside together, it 
tells little about relatives beyond the household. The pool of available kin 
constitutes the context within which residence decisions are made, and 
that pool is highly sensitive to changing demographic conditions. Therefore, 
we consider it essential to attempt to control for the effects of changing 
demography on the population at risk to reside with kin. To that end, we 
are planning a new demographic microsimulation of kinship that will be 
specifically tailored to aid analyses of family structure using the public-use 
samples. We expect that this model will overcome most of the problems 
that have hampered previous efforts to analyze the demography of kinship 
(De Vos and Palloni 1989; Ruggles 1990; Ruggles forthcoming). 

This chapter represents only a tentative first step; beyond the refinement 
of the . data that will be made . possible by the microsimulation, there is a 
wide range of ·additional issues and approaches we have yet to explore. 
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Nevertheless, we owe it to the reader to· offer our speculations on the basic 
questions we posed at the outset: Why did the overall frequency of 
multigenerational living arrangements among the elderly decline, and why 
did the differential between blacks and whites reverse? 

For whites, much of the decline in multigenerational families came in 
the category of elderly persons residing with their never-married children. 
We suggested above that the disappearance of this phenomenon was 
connected to changing values. First, it became more socially acceptable for 
unmarried women to live on their own; and second, the social obligations 
to care for parents in old age diminished. We also suspect that much of 
the decline in residence with ever-married children results from shifting 
social norms. Rising economic status of the elderly before mid-century 
apparently cannot help to explain the decline of the multigenerational 
family. In the postwar years, however, increasing income does account for 
much of the change. Finally, we should note that dropping fertility in the 
late nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth century markedly 
reduced the number of options the elderly had to reside in multigenerational 
families. 

Our interpretation depends on a fundamental shift in social norms 
among the white population, and we are left with the task of explaining 
the source of change in norms. We could, of course, haul out the usual 
list of candidates cited by modernization theorists and structural function
alists-urbanization, industrialization, economic and social mobility, loss of 
traditional values, decline of community. These may indeed have played a 
role. But we should bear in mind that the anomaly in white family structure 
is not so much the late twentieth century but rather the late nineteenth 
century: Nuclear family structure predominated before the industrial rev
olution, just as it does today. It was. the Victorians who were obsessed by 
the family, not the colonial population. In this light, the interesting question 
is not so much the source of late twentieth .. century norms about living 
with parents but the source of the late nineteenth-century norms. 

For blacks, changes in population composition-age, sex, marital status/ 
presence of spouse, metropolitan residence, and farm residence-explain 
much of the decrease in multigenerational living arrangements. Moreover, 
in the period since 1960, income changes alone explain 95 percent of the 
decline in multigenerational families among blacks. If we measured these 
variables more precisely and included additional factors such as fertility, 
geographic mobility and regional variation, compositional changes would 
very likely account for virtually all of the change among blacks. The 
question, then, is why the frequency of multigenerational families has been 
so stable among blacks. 

Several studies of the black extended family argue that elderly kin in 
black families provide assistance to help overcome problems posed by single 
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parenthood or poverty (Anderson and Allen 1984; Goeken 1989; Martin 
and Martin 1978; Shimkin, Shimkin, and Prate 1978). Some argue that 
this is a new response, but others stress the cultural continuity of the 
black extended family. 

The evidence on economic relationships within black multigenerational 
families supports the hypothesis that the elderly have traditionally provided 
support in black extended families. Multigenerational families among blacks 
have served the needs of the younger generation as much •as the needs of 
the older, and this may have helped the survival of this family type into 
the late twentieth century .. Because the overall relationship of economic 
status to multigenerational family structure did not differ markedly between 
whites and blacks, it does not seem plausible that the differences between 
black and white multigenerational families were simply a result of greater 
poverty among blacks. Instead, we suspect that the race differences in 
family structure during the twentieth century reflect underlying cultural 
differences between blacks and whites. 

Appendix 2.1: Multiple Standardization 
and Decomposition Analysis 

The results presented in this chapter are for the most part the product of 
multiple standardization or decomposition analysis. They were computed 
using DECOMP, which is a general-purpose package for multiple stan
dardization and decomposition developed at the Social History Research 
Laboratory (Ruggles 1989). Multiple standardization is a straightforward 

' extension of the direct standardization technique routinely used by de-
mographers to control for differences in age structure when comparing 
population rates. In all cases, the standard population was considered to 
be the sum of all groups being compared. With four simultaneous controls, 
the standardized rate or percentage for a particular subpopulation-such 
as blacks in 1910-is calculated as 

Standardized Rate 2: 2: 2: 21 R .. kt · P1;k1 i j k lJ 

Where Ri;kt is the rate or percentage rates for persons in the subpopulation 
to be standardized with characteristics i,j,k, and 1, and P;;kl is the proportion 
of the standard population-in this case the sum of all subpopulations
with those characteristics. Thus, the standardized rate simply shows what 
the rate for the subpopulation would be if the subpopulation shared the 
population distribution of the standard population. 

The closely related technique of demographic decomposition was developed 
by Kitagawa (1955) to provide a means of partitioning a difference between 
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two rates into components. Later refinements of the method by Das Dupta 
(1978) increased the power of the technique and simplified the interpretation 
of results. These methods have proven to be powerful tools for analysis 
of changing household composition; for examples see Sweet (1984), Kobrin 
(1976), and Ruggles (1988). Given two populations with differing rates and 
a set of factors, Das Gupta's approach decomposes the difference between 
rates into the combined effect of factors, the effect of each factor, and a 
rate effect. In the four-factor case, the rate effect is considered to be 

LLLL P11k1 + P11k1 (R _ r ~ Rate effect = i j k 1 2 ljkl ljk 

Where R,Jkl and r111d are the rates for persons with characteristics i,j,k, 
and 1 in the two populations and P,1kl and PiJkl are the proportions of each 
population with those characteristics. The rate effect is the difference of 
rates in each cell weighted by the average of population proportions in 
each cell. This is identical to the standardized difference between the 
populations, using the average of population proportions as the standard. 

The effect of factors is the complement of the rate effect: 

Combined IJKL effect = f T t l R,1H ~ r11k1 (P11k1 - P•1k~ 

The effect of factors represents the difference in population rates that is 
entirely accounted for by. differences in population distributions. The sum 
of the rate effect and the effect of factors is equal to the total difference 
between populations. The effect of factors is then decomposed into the 
effect of each of the four factors. This procedure is too complicated to 
explain here, but it involves repeated standardizations by every possible 
combination of marginal distributions to isolate the independent effects of 
each factor. 

Decomposition is well suited to the problem of analyzing race and perfod 
differentials in family structure. The issue here is not one of explaining 
the variance in family structure, where a form of regression might be more 
appropriate; rather, we are concerned with assessing the factors associated . 
with a difference of two population rates. Decomposition is especially 
appropriate where the dependent variable is dichotomous, the factors to 
be considered are largely categorical or nonlinear, and substantial interactions 
are suspected. All of these conditions apply in the present instance. 

Neither decomposition nor multiple standardization assumes additivity. 
Because the methods rely on a multiway matrix of rates, they take all 
interactions among factors into account. This is the greatest advantage of 
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TABLE 2A.1 Composition of the Aged Population by Race and· Period 

Whites Blacks 

1910 1940 1960 1980 1910 1940 1960 1980 
-
Age 

60-64 36.0 34.3 30.4 28.3 38.1 32.6 32.2 29.8 
65-69 27.0 27.1 25.9 23.8 24.5 32.9 28.1 26.5 
70-74 18.0 18.4 20.8 19.0 18.0 17.6 19.2 19.8 
75-79 11.3 11.5 12.6 14.2 9.2 8.6 11.3 12.4 
80-84 5.2 6.0 6.5 8.1 5.7 4.4 5.4 6.6 
85-89 2.5 2.7 3.8 6.6 4.5 4.0 3.9 4.9 

Marital status 
Mar. w/ spouse 52.8 52.3 55.8 57.8 53.4 45.5 45.2 41.9 
Mar. no spouse 3.4 3.7 2.9 2.0 3.7 5.7 7.0 8.0 
Widowed 35.9 32.9 30.7 30.3 38.9 41.8 39.9 37.3 
Divorced .8 1.3 2.7 4.2 .5 1.1 2.7 6.4 
Never married 7.2 9.8 7.9 5.7 3.5 5.9 5.3 6.3 

Metro 
Metropolitan 23.0 53.6 62.1 73.6 12.0 36.6 59.7 82.0 
Nonmetropolitan 77.0 46.4 37.9 26.4 88.0 63.4 40.3 18.0 

Farm 
Nonfarm 69.3 79.2 92.9 96.1 55.2 65.8 92.1 98.9 
Farm 30.7 20.8 7.1 3.9 44.8 34.2 7.9 1.1 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
N 11435 12666 10746 15718 1570 4676 8632 14265 

the approach but also its greatest limitation; it is easy to desigJ analyses 
in which the matrix contains more cells than there are cases in the 
population. Therefore, decomposition and multiple standardization are most 

. useful when the analyses are relatively simple. 
The following tables (2A.1· 2A.3) illustrate the decomposition of race and 

period differentials in the percentage of elderly residing with adult children 
or other kin. The factors are age/ sex, marital status, metropolitan residence, 
and farm residence. The first two tables give the population marginals and 
the overall percentages of residence with kin for these variables, respectively, 
and the decomposition results are given in Table 2A.3. _ 

Notes 

1. In this paper, the term family refers to related persons residing in the same 
householdi multigenerational families are those containing two adult generations; 
and complex households contain either kin or nonkin beyond the nuclear group. 
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TABLE 2A.2 Percent of the Aged Population with Kin or Adult Children by Race and 
Period 

Whites Blacks 

1910 1940 1960 1980 1910 1940 1960 1980 

Age 
60-64 57.9 50.0 30.3 22.5 57.4 53.1 46.8. 40.6 

65-69 60.9 50.5 31.7 18.8 58.4 57.3 47.9. 37.7 

70-74 63.0 52.0 31.1 17.0 59.7 56.0 47.6 37.1 

75-79 66.9 56.2. 37.6 19.5 59.7 59.8 49.0 3:i.4 

80-84 71.8 59.3 43.4 24.1 60.0 68.4 52.2 39.0 

85-89 70.5 69.4 44.7 30.6 65.7 78.8 68.6 45.0 

Marital status 
Mar. w/ spouse 56.6 47.0 24.0 15.8 57.3 54.2 43.4 34.8 

Mar. no spouse 43.7 42.6 32.7 21.3 46.6 41.6 40.0 37.1 

Widowed 74.4 66.0 48.2 27.6 64.5 66.8 58.2 43.2 

Divorced 50.6 37.3 36.5 25.2 50.0 37.0 42.4 33.2 

Never married 45.4 40.4 37.8 32.6 32.7 32.5 35.8 40.0 

Metro 
Metropolitan 65.5 53.4 34.0 20.8 48.4 50.5 46.3 37.8 

Nonmetropolltan 60.6 51.0 31.6 20.7 60.2 61.3 52.1 41.0 

Farm 
Nonfarm 57.5 50.8 32.3 20.3 51.1 52.4 46.8 38.3 

Farm 71.2 57.8 42.7 33.7 68.3 66.9 69.9 47.0 

Total 61.7 52.3 33.1 20.8 58.8 57.3 48.6 38.4 

N 11435 12666 10746 15718 1570 4676 8632 14265 
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