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Abstract

Using data from the Netherlands Kinship Panel Study, we investigate the influence of 

characteristics of the male and female partner in couples and their parents on the distance 

between the residential location of the couple and of both partners’ parents. We find that 

couples live closer to the man’s parents than to the woman’s parents. We conclude that the 

socioeconomic position of the man is more dominant in the location choice of couples than 

that of the woman, but that when the couple has young children, the family ties of the woman 

seem to gain importance.
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5.1 Introduction

Because of its strong association with intergenerational contact and the exchange of support 

and care, the topic of geographical proximity between parents and their adult children has 

received considerable research attention (Rogerson et al., 1997; Malmberg and Pettersson, 

2007; Mulder and Cooke, 2009). In the light of an aging society, several researchers have 

investigated the distance between elderly parents and their adult children in relation to the 

parents’ support needs, in the case of health problems, for instance (Clark and Wolf, 1992; 

Silverstein, 1995; Tomassini et al., 2004; Hank, 2007; Malmberg and Pettersson, 2007; 

Bordone, 2009; Van Diepen and Mulder, 2009: Pettersson and Malmberg, 2009). Other 

researchers have concentrated on the broader issue of the perceived diminishing family ties 

in modern Western societies and have examined to what extent the support needs and care 

giving of both generations, rather than just the older, influence the distance between them 

(Rogerson et al., 1993; Lawton et al., 1994; Hank, 2007; Michielin and Mulder, 2007; Michielin 

et al., 2008). Together, these studies have accumulated strong evidence for the claim that 

both parents and their adult children take each other’s residential location into account when 

choosing their own.

The previous studies of the distance between parents and their adult children analyse this 

distance from the perspective of an individual and his or her parents. However, people in 

married and cohabiting couples have to deal with the needs, characteristics, and location of 

the parents of both partners. In many cases it would simply not be possible to live close to both 

sets of parents and a choice has to be made. As Michielin and Mulder (2007) acknowledge, 

for men and women in couples, a potential explanation for the distance to one’s parents is the 

distance to the parents-in-law. The possibility of this ‘competition’ between the two sets of 

parents is also recognized by Pettersson and Malmberg (2009). The question that arises, and 

that to our knowledge has not yet received any research attention, is whose parents matter 

most in the location choice of couples, and to what extent characteristics of both partners 

and both sets of parents influence proximity between couples and the parents of the man 

and woman. 

Gender differences play an important role in couples’ residential location decisions. Firstly, 

there is a gender dimension in intergenerational contact. Men and women differ in the 

extent to which they experience feelings of family solidarity and provide care and support 

(Rossi and Rossi, 1990; Spitze and Logan, 1990; Gerstel and Gallagher, 1993), which can 

have implications for their location choice. Secondly, notwithstanding the known influence 

of support needs and family ties on distances between parents and their adult children, 

the location choice of couples is based to a large extent on considerations with regard to 

housing and jobs and influenced by both partner’s socioeconomic resources. It is therefore 

important to pay attention to how the residential choices of couples are made with respect 

to the socioeconomic position of both partners. Several studies have shown that gender 
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inequalities play a role in the migration decisions of couples and that women in couples are 

often trailing wives who follow their husbands for the benefit of his occupational career (Boyle 

et al., 2001; Cooke, 2003; Smits et al., 2003). 

In this paper we investigate to what extent gender differences play a part in couples’ location 

choice with respect to the location of both sets of parents. We address the following research 

question:

Do couples live in closer proximity to the parents of the male partner or of the female partner, 

and to what extent can the distance to both sets of parents be explained by gender differences 

related to the socioeconomic considerations and resources of both partners in the couple or 

by gender differences related to support and family ties? 

We address this question in the context of the Netherlands. The Netherlands has a very high 

population density, one of the highest in Europe, and is a small country with respect to its area 

size. The built environment is therefore relatively urbanised and distances to jobs, education 

and family are usually rather small. On average, the distance between Dutch parents and 

their adult children is about 29 kilometres. And almost one third of the population has at least 

one family member living within one kilometre of their place of residence (Mulder and Kalmijn, 

2006). 

Using a selection of two-sex couples from cross-sectional data from the Netherlands Kinship 

Panel Study (NKPS; Dykstra et al., 2005), we performed linear-regression analyses of the 

logarithm of the distance between couples and both sets of parents. Our units of analysis are 

couples, for which we simultaneously model the distance to the parents of the male and of 

the female partner. With seemingly unrelated estimates, we identified the characteristics that 

have different effects on the distance to the man’s and woman’s parents.

5.2 Theoretical framework

In general, people do not move far away from the place where they grew up unless they have 

a compelling reason to do so. This phenomenon can be referred to as residential inertia. 

People develop location specific capital, for instance social networks and knowledge of the 

labour market, which ties them to a certain place (DaVanzo, 1981). However, with every move 

a person makes, the distance to the parents is likely to increase (Rogerson et al., 1993). 

People who have moved more frequently are therefore more likely to live farther away from 

their parents than are people who have moved less. The distance between people and their 

parents arises when they leave the parental home. The location choice of young adults leaving 

their parental home depends, among other things, on their enrolment in and level of education 

and housing-market characteristics (Goldscheider and Goldscheider, 1999). Subsequently, 

reasons of housing, education or occupation can lead to other moves, thus influencing the 
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distance to one’s parents. Union formation also influences the distance between parents 

and their adult children. When people start living together, one or both partners move to 

another dwelling. When theorizing about gender differences in couples’ decision making 

with respect to the distance to both sets of parents, we therefore need to pay attention to 

gender differences in migration histories (Section 2.1). People may also have a preference for 

living in close proximity to family members, possibly strengthened by life course events that 

increase the need for support or contact. These may thus invoke a residential relocation that 

influences the distance to one’s parents. The second source of gender differences we have 

to theorize about, therefore, are those in support needs and family ties (Section 2.2). The 

hypotheses we derive from theoretical ideas on gender differences in migration histories on 

the one hand, and in support needs and family ties on the other, partly contradict each other. 

This gives us the opportunity to assess which source of gender differences seems to be more 

important in determining the distances to the men’s versus the women’s parents. 

5.2.1 Male dominance in the migration history of couples

Couples’ migration decisions are influenced by gender role beliefs and differences in the 

partners’ respective bargaining power (Mulder and Wagner, 1993; Cooke, 2008). The power 

balance within couples often lies on the side of the male partner, giving him a greater say 

in the couples’ decision making (Bielby and Bielby, 1992; Mulder and Wagner, 1993; Smits 

et al., 2003). These differences in gender role beliefs and bargaining power are visible in the 

migration histories of men and women. 

At the transition of leaving the parental home, women are more likely to move in with a 

partner straight from the parental home than men are (Goldscheider and Goldscheider, 1999). 

On union formation, the change in distance to the parents partly depends on who moves 

in with whom. Since on union formation women tend to move to their partner’s place of 

residence rather than vice versa (Mulder and Wagner, 1993), she is more likely to increase 

the distance to her own parents at that point, while he might remain close to his. Women are 

also far more likely to be trailing spouses or tied migrants than men are, implying that the 

male partner maintains his dominant say in the couple’s migration decisions (Cooke, 2003; 

Cooke, 2008). His location preferences are therefore likely to be of greater importance than 

hers. Because location specific capital plays an important role in location choices (DaVanzo, 

1981), he is likely to live close to where he grew up. We thus hypothesised that, because of 

this male dominance and because of residential inertia, couples will live closer to the parents 

of the man than to the parents of the woman. Moreover, we expected that the socioeconomic 

characteristics of the male partner would influence the distance to both sets of parents to a 

larger extent than the socioeconomic characteristics of the female partner would.

Differences in bargaining power are often caused by differences in the socioeconomic 

position between the male and female partners (Blood and Wolfe, 1960; Bielby and Bielby, 
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1992; Cooke 2008). Men tend to have a better socioeconomic position than women, and 

are more likely to provide (a larger share of) the household income. The male breadwinner 

therefore has more bargaining power than the woman in dual-earner couples and couples 

with a male breadwinner are more likely to migrate for the benefit of his occupational career 

(Boyle et al., 2001; Smits et al., 2003). We therefore expected that when the male partner 

could be considered as the couple’s breadwinner, they would live farther away from the 

woman’s parents than when the man is not the main breadwinner in the couple.

Migration is strongly influenced by level of education. Because of the need to move to attend 

higher education, the greater amount of human and economic capital and specialized skills 

associated with higher education, and their positive attitude to long-distance migration and 

urban living, highly educated people move more often and over longer distances than less 

well educated people do (Börsch-Supan, 1990; Silverstein, 1995). We therefore expected that 

the highly educated would live farther away from their parents than the less well educated 

would (Mulder and Kalmijn, 2006). For similar reasons, we also expected that those with 

highly educated parents would live farther away from their parents than would those with 

less well educated parents (Clark and Wolf, 1992; Silverstein, 1995; Michielin and Mulder, 

2007). Within couples, because of gender inequalities, we expected the extent to which the 

male partner’s level of education would influence migration decisions and thus the distance 

to parents would be larger than for the female partner’s level of education. Studies of the 

migration of married couples have indeed concluded that the influence of the male partner’s 

level of education is greater than that of the female partner’s (Smits et al., 2003; Cooke 2003; 

Cooke, 2008). The effect of level of education to increase the distance to parents was thus 

expected to be stronger for the man’s level of education than for the woman’s. 

The difference in bargaining power and socioeconomic status may partly be a result of 

age differences. Because men are in general a few years older than their female partners, 

they tend to have an advantage in their educational, occupational, and housing careers. 

His place of residence might therefore be preferred over hers on union formation because 

of its better housing quality or the distance to his job (Mulder and Wagner, 1993). The age 

difference between men and women in couples not only causes gender inequalities between 

both partners on union formation, but also in subsequent migration decisions. We therefore 

expected that with the male partner older than the female partner, the distance between the 

couple and the female partner’s parents would increase.

Other factors influencing couples’ migration histories that we have to account for are the 

couple’s age and housing situation. With increasing age, people live farther away from their 

parents, probably because older people have moved more often over their life course (Mulder 

and Kalmijn, 2006). Homeowners are often more tied to their location and less likely to move 

than renters (Henley, 1998; Michielin et al., 2008) and thus tend to live closer to their parents 
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than renters do (Michielin and Mulder, 2007). Many people in cities have moved there for 

reasons of education or work and thus have moved away from their parents (Michielin et al., 

2008; Mulder and Kalmijn, 2006). Additionally, people in less urbanized areas tend to have 

stronger family ties and thus may have more contact with their family members than people 

in more urban areas do (Rogerson et al., 1993; Mulder and Van der Meer, 2009), possibly 

resulting in living in closer proximity to family members.

5.2.2 Gender differences in support needs and family ties

As many scholars acknowledge, in today’s individualized and urbanized modern Western 

societies, the importance of the extended family still persists and family solidarity, 

intergenerational contact, and exchange of care are far from diminishing (Rossi and Rossi, 

1990; Gerstel and Gallagher, 1993; Bengtson, 2001; Grundy and Shelton, 2001; Komter and 

Vollebergh, 2002; Kalmijn and De Vries, 2009). Proximity to family members is associated 

with the strength of family ties and support needs (Lawton et al., 1994; Hank, 2007). Because 

proximity facilitates support (Knijn and Liefbroer, 2006; Mulder and Van der Meer, 2009), a 

greater need for support from either the parents or the adult children can lead to a preference 

for living close to the other generation. Moreover, when people have strong family ties, they 

will be more likely to adjust their household situation because of their parents’ support needs 

or of their own than when they only have weak feelings of family solidarity (Komter and 

Vollebergh, 2002; Litwak and Kulis, 1987; Silverstein, 1995). It can thus be argued that the 

stronger the family ties and the greater the support needs of either generation, the greater is 

the likelihood that both generations live in close proximity (Michielin et al., 2008). 

There is a clear gender dimension in intergenerational contact. Women are more motivated to 

provide support to their parents by intergenerational affection, while men are more motivated 

by filial obligation and legitimating their inheritance (Silverstein et al., 1995). As a result, 

women provide more care than men do (Spitze and Logan, 1990; Grundy and Shelton, 2001; 

Mulder and Van der Meer, 2009), especially to ageing parents (Gerstel and Gallagher, 1993). 

Moreover, daughters have more contact with their parents than sons, especially with their 

mothers (Silverstein et al., 1995; Hank, 2007), and it is the presence of at least one daughter 

that influences the level of support that parents receive (Spitze and Logan, 1990). Not only 

do women provide more support for their parents than men; parents also give more support 

to their daughters than to their sons. Women have their parents move close to them more 

often than men do (Pettersson and Malmberg, 2009). Because of their stronger family ties, 

women may have a stronger preference for living close to family members than men have. 

Women are therefore more likely to move close to older parents than men are (Malmberg and 

Pettersson, 2007). These factors led us to the expectation that couples would live closer to 

the woman’s parents than to the man’s. Moreover, we expected that the effects of support 

needs and family ties would be greater for the distance to the woman’s parents than to the 

man’s. Note that this hypothesis on the importance of female family ties is the opposite of 
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what we expected based on gender inequalities in the migration decisions of couples.

The strength of family ties differs between married and unmarried cohabiting couples. In the 

Netherlands, unmarried cohabitation is often a short term arrangement resulting in either 

dissolution or marriage, while a marriage is regularly regarded to be more stable (Manting, 

1996; Mulder, 2006). Because unmarried cohabitation is associated with a higher degree of 

uncertainty, cohabitants invest less in contact with the family of their partners and as a result 

have less contact with their parents and parents-in-law than married people do (Hogerbrugge 

and Dykstra, 2009). Moreover, couples often get married in anticipation of having children 

(Manting, 1994), which affects the family orientation of the couple. Couples also often move 

in anticipation of having children and having young children hampers moving farther away 

from parents (Michielin et al., 2008). Parents also live closer to their adult children when they 

had grandchildren (Malmberg and Pettersson, 2007). Together with the fact that women have 

more contact with their parents than men do, these factors led us to expect that people in 

married couples would live closer to their parents than people who are cohabiting and that 

this effect would be stronger for the distance to the woman’s than the man’s parents.  

For couples, one of the most important life course characteristics that indicate a need for 

support is having young children (Michielin and Mulder, 2007). Their presence can change 

attitudes towards family and strengthen the ties with family members outside the household. 

Parents are also a great resource for care, especially for dual-earner families (Michielin et 

al., 2008) with children who do not attend primary school yet. Parents with grandchildren 

are therefore more likely to live or move closer to their children than parents without 

grandchildren (Malmberg and Pettersson, 2007; Van Diepen and Mulder, 2009). Women 

might have a particularly strong preference to live closer to their own parents when they 

have young children or plan to have children. Thus, for couples who have young children, 

we expected the distance to both sets of parents to decrease. More specifically, since the 

mother-daughter bond is particularly strong, we expected a greater decrease in the distance 

to her parents than to his. 

An important change in the parents’ household situation that is likely to increase their support 

needs is becoming widowed or experiencing divorce or separation (Clark and Wolf, 1992). 

We thus expected that couples would live closer to parents who were widowed, divorced or 

separated. There are, however, differences in the extent to which mothers and fathers receive 

support from their adult children. Because of the stronger mother-child bond, children are 

more likely to provide care for their mother than for their father (Hank, 2007; Mulder and Van 

der Meer, 2009) and have less contact with their father if their mother is not alive anymore 

than vice versa (Grundy and Shelton, 2001). In addition, divorced or separated fathers tend to 

have less contact with their children compared with married parents, while mothers seem to 

receive more support (Rogerson et al., 1993; Hank, 2007). Widowed and separated mothers 
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thus receive more support than parents who live together, while widowed and separated 

fathers receive less support. We therefore hypothesised that couples would live closer to 

widowed or separated mothers than to parents living together, while the father on becoming 

widowed or divorced would be expected to have either no effect on the distance or lead to 

a greater distance. However, upon separation women are more likely to move out than men 

are, especially when there are no children co residing (Feijten, 2005; Feijten and Van Ham, 

2007) and a move generally increases the distance to the other generation (Rogerson et al., 

1993). Based on the migration histories of the parents, we could therefore also expect a 

larger distance between a couple and a separated mother compared to both parents living 

together. 

An increasing age of the parents leads to a higher chance of health problems and may 

thus increase the parents’ support needs. Research for the Netherlands has shown that 

the chances of health problems strongly increase after the age of 75 (De Boer, 2006). The 

type of care that is needed by disabled elderly parents is often provided by informal and 

proximate care givers, who are often the adult children of the elderly (Litwak and Kulis, 1987). 

Previous research has indeed shown that a decline in the physical health of elderly parents 

increases the likelihood of parents and children living closer to each other (Clark and Wolf, 

1992; Silverstein, 1995). We thus expected that, on becoming older than 75, parents would 

decrease the distance from their children. Because of the gender differences in care giving, 

we expected a greater effect of the age of the woman’s parents on the distance to her parents 

than of the man’s parents on the distance to his parents. 

5.3 Data and methods

The data come from the first wave of the Netherlands Kinship Panel Study (NKPS; Dykstra 

et al., 2005). This dataset, collected between 2002 and 2004 and with a response rate of 45 

percent, contains information on 8161 respondents, all residents of the Netherlands, aged 

between 18 and 79 and not living in institutions. The dataset contains information on the 

socioeconomic, demographic, and geographic characteristics of the family network and on 

family relationships. Respondents provided information on their own socioeconomic status, 

housing situation, and residential location and on the socioeconomic status and residential 

location of their parents, their partner, and of their parents-in-law. The dataset also includes the 

x and y coordinates of the residential locations of the respondents and their family members. 

Although the NKPS data also provide us with information on family ties, health status, and 

other support need related topics, we were not able to include those characteristics in our 

model because this information was not available for the respondents’ parents-in-law. 

Our unit of analysis is the couple. We selected married and cohabiting two-sex couples 

with at least one parent of each partner alive. Of these 2899 couples, we excluded 400 

couples because of a lack of information on the place of residence of the parents of either 
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partner. Another 23 couples were excluded because of missing values on other variables. 

Our total sample size thus consisted of 2476 couples. Because we were interested in gender 

differences, we performed two separate analyses: one on the distance between the couple 

and the male partner’s parents and one on the distance between the couple and the female 

partner’s parents. Since these two analyses were performed simultaneously, we were able to 

compare the distance to both sets of parents within the couple.  

The dependent variable in each analysis is the logarithm of the distance in kilometres between 

the couple’s place of residence and that of the parents of the male or female partner. If the 

parents were separated and the coordinates of both parents were available, we used the 

coordinates of the mother to calculate the distance. If the parents were separated and only 

the coordinates of the father were known, we used his coordinates. This choice was made 

because adult children have closer connections with their divorced mothers’ than fathers’ 

(Rogerson et al., 1993) and would therefore be more likely to take their mothers location into 

account when choosing theirs than their fathers. We calculated the distance along a straight 

line using the x and y coordinates of the place of residence. A logarithmic transformation was 

used because the distribution of distances is skewed towards small distances and because 

the effects of independent variables on distance are expected to be smaller for longer 

distances. Because extreme values of the dependent variable can have a large influence on 

mean distances, we checked in the descriptive analyses whether the significant differences 

found in the mean distances were also found for median distances. This turned out to be the 

case. 

For the age difference between the male and female partner in the couple, we distinguished 

between couples in which both partners had the same age or just a one-year age difference; 

couples in which the female partner was more than one year older; and couples in which 

the male partner was more than one year older. As a control variable we used the mean age 

of both partners in the couple. A dummy variable indicating the breadwinner position of the 

male partners was created for those couples in which the male partner had a paid job for 

more than 20 hours per week and the female partner did not have a paid job, and for those 

couples in which both partners had a paid job, but where the male partner worked a minimum 

of 20 hours per week more than the female partner did. This way the man either provides the 

whole household income or is likely to bring in the largest share of the household income 

because he works at least 2.5 days per week more than see does. The level of education 

of each partner was divided into four categories: up to lower vocational, middle or higher 

secondary school or middle vocational, higher vocational, and university. 

The household type was measured by two variables. A dummy variable indicates whether 

the couple was married or cohabiting unmarried. The other variable specifies whether the 

couple had children or not and whether the youngest child was younger than 5 years old or 



107

not. The age of 5 was chosen because this is the age children in The Netherlands usually start 

primary school and childcare needs thus decrease from that age.  The housing tenure of the 

couple was measured by whether either partner owned or co-owned their current home. The 

degree of urbanization of the couple’s place of residence was measured by address density 

and divided into the categories hardly urbanized, moderately urbanized, strongly urbanized, 

and very strongly urbanized. 

The parents’ level of education contains the categories up to lower vocational; middle or 

higher secondary or middle vocational; higher vocational and university; and a category 

‘unknown’ if the level of education of the parents was not available. We used the highest level 

of education of either parent. Regarding the parents’ household situation, we distinguished 

between the parents living together, a separated parent, a widowed mother and a widowed 

father. Because in case of separated parents, we generally used the residential location of 

the mother to calculate the distance, the category ‘separated parents’ contains for the largest 

part separated mothers and only a few separated fathers. We controlled for the age of the 

parents by including a dummy variable indicating whether the older parent was over 75 years 

old. 

We performed two separate linear-regression analyses of the logarithm of the distance 

between the couple and the man’s parents and the woman’s parents. Using seemingly 

unrelated estimations, we estimated the coefficients and standard errors of the two models 

simultaneously (Clogg et al., 1995; Weesie, 1999). This procedure enabled us to compare the 

parameters from the two analyses and thus to compare the distance to the man’s parents and 

woman’s parents within couples. It also enabled us to examine whether independent variables 

had a greater effect on the distance between couples and the man’s parents or the woman’s 

parents. The results are indicated by a column ‘Diff.’ in the results table. With Wald test 

statistics we examined whether differences between variables for the man’s characteristics 

and the woman’s characteristics (vertical comparisons in the results table) were significant. 

We also performed a multinomial logistic regression analysis with couples living at more or 

less equal distance to both sets of parents as the reference category and couples living 20 

kilometres or more farther away from the man’s parents than from the woman’s parents and 

couples living 20 kilometres or more farther away from the woman’s parents than from the 

man’s parents as alternative outcomes of the dependent variable. The results of this analysis 

were very similar to the results of the linear regression analysis and are therefore not shown.

5.4 Results

5.4.1 Descriptive results

The mean distance to the parents of the men in couples was 25.7 kilometres, while the mean 

distance to the parents of the women was 27.5 kilometres (Table 5.1). The median distance 

to the parents was 6.5 kilometres for men and 7.4 kilometres for women. This difference in 
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the distance to the parents is significant and shows that on average couples live closer to 

the male partner’s parents than to the female partner’s. A difference in the mean distance of 

1.8 kilometres may not have large implications for intergenerational support. We therefore 

also looked at couples who live much further away from one set of parents than from the 

other set of parents. We find that significantly more couples live over 20 kilometres farther 

away from her parents than from his parents (N=404), than vice versa (336 couples live over 

20 kilometres farther away from his parents; test statistics not shown). When a couple lives 

that much closer to one set of parents than to the other, it is likely that they receive more 

help from or provide more support to the parents living closest. These results indicate that 

couples may base their residential location on the preferences and needs of the male partner 

more than on those of the female partner, resulting in living close to his family members. This 

finding supports our hypothesis of the male dominance in couples’ location decisions and 

thus opposes our alternative hypothesis of the importance of female family ties. 

Table 5.1: Descriptive statistics of the distances in kilometres (N=2476) 

 Median Mean Std. Dev. Min. Max.

Distance to parents of the man 6.5 25.7 39.4 1 278.8
Distance to parents of the woman 7.4 27.5 41.1 1 225.3

Source: NKPS
Difference mean distance to man’s parents and woman’s parents: Pr(T < t) = 0.0560 
Difference median distance to man’s parents and woman’s parents: Prob > |z| = 0.0407

The descriptive statistics of the independent variables are shown in Table 5.2. The last three 

columns show, for each category, the mean distance to the parents of the male and female 

partner and whether the difference between these mean distances is statistically significant. 

The results of tests with the median distances instead of the mean distances are almost 

identical. In almost all categories of the independent variables, couples live on average 

farther away from the woman’s parents than from the man’s. This difference in the distances 

is significant when the man is more than one year older than the woman, if the male partner 

is not the breadwinner, for almost all levels of education of the male partner, when the couple 

is not married, and when the couple does not have any children. When they have children 

couples seem to live closer to both sets of parents than when they do not. Interestingly, the 

difference between the distances to the man’s and the woman’s parents is small and not 

significant for couples with children, irrespective of the children’s age.
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Table 5.2: Descriptive statistics categorical variables (N=2476) 

  Mean distance to parents of the
 Freq. Percent Man Woman Diff.

Age difference between partners
Same age or 1 year difference 812 32.8 26.4 26.9
Male partner more than 1 year older 1429 57.7 24.9 28.9 *
Female partner more than 1 year older 235 9.5 28.3 27.7
Male breadwinner
No 1454 58.7 26.9 29.7 **
Yes 1022 41.3 24.1 24.4
Level of education man
Up to lower vocational 602 24.3 14.0 18.8 ***
Middle or higher secondary or middle voc 890 36.0 20.1 22.7 *
Higher vocational 646 26.1 32.9 35.0
University 338 13.7 47.4 52.6 *
Level of education woman
Up to lower vocational 663 26.8 17.5 15.6
Middle or higher secondary or middle voc 957 38.7 21.8 24.3 *
Higher vocational 629 25.4 33.4 31.7
University 227 9.2 44.7 49.1
Marital status
Married 1864 75.3 25.0 26.0
Cohabiting 612 24.7 27.7 32.1 **
Children
No children 751 30.3 28.3 33.0 ***
Youngest child younger than 5 769 31.1 24.4 24.5
Youngest child 5 years or older 956 38.6 24.7 25.6
Housing tenure
Rental 404 16.3 26.2 27.1
Owner occupied 2072 83.7 25.6 27.6 *
Degree of urbanization
Hardly urbanized 890 36.0 20.7 21.1
Moderately urbanized 522 21.1 21.9 27.0 **
Strongly urbanized 701 28.3 29.3 29.1
Very strongly urbanized 363 14.7 36.6 41.1
Level of education parents of the man
Up to lower vocational 956 38.6 18.7 21.1
Middle or higher secondary or middle voc 870 35.1 26.6 26.7
Higher vocational or university 456 18.4 42.1 39.5
Unknown 194 7.8 17.7 31.4 ***
Level of education parents of the woman
Up to lower vocational 934 37.7 20.1 20.7
Middle or higher secondary or middle voc 927 37.4 24.5 29.3 ***
Higher vocational or university 535 21.6 37.5 40.1
Unknown 80 3.2 26.6 23.5
Household type parents of the man
Together 1379 55.7 25.4 27.1 *
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Separated parent 176 7.1 29.3 29.9
Widowed mother 743 30.0 24.1 28.0 ***
Widowed father 178 7.2 30.9 27.0
Household type parents of the woman
Together 1467 59.3 25.7 27.2 *
Separated parent 206 8.3 29.8 29.8
Widowed mother 640 25.9 25.0 26.9
Widowed father 163 6.6 23.6 30.3 **
Oldest parent of the man
Younger than 75 years old 1578 63.7 24.5 26.4 *
75 years old or older 682 27.5 27.9 30.5 *
Oldest parent of the woman
Younger than 75 years old 1794 72.5 25.0 26.2
75 years old or older 898 36.3 27.5 29.9  

Source: NKPS
*** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1

5.4.2 Results of the linear-regression analyses

The results of the linear-regression analyses for men and women are shown in Table 5.3. 

Test statistics show that the results for the model for men and the model for women differ 

significantly from each other at the 0.01 level. The difference in the constant confirms that, 

even after controlling for couple and parent characteristics, couples live closer to the parents 

of the male partner than to the parents of the female partner. This clear gender difference 

supports our male dominance hypothesis rather than the female family ties hypothesis. 

As expected, compared with couples in which both partners have more or less the same 

age, couples in which the male partner is older live significantly closer to the parents of the 

man. Surprisingly this is also the case when the female partner is older. No effect of the age 

difference on the distance to the parents of the woman was found. We also did not find 

an effect of our indicator that the male partner was the breadwinner in the couple on the 

distance between the couple and either set of parents.
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Table 5.3: Linear regression analysis of the log distance to the parents of the male and female partners in couples

 Distance to the parents of the
 Man  Woman  Diff.
Constant 0.16 0.61 **

Mean age of the couple 0.04 *** 0.02 *** **

Age difference between the partners (ref. same or 1 year diff)
Male partner more than 1 year older -0.22 ** -0.13
Female partner more than 1 year older -0.26 ** -0.05

Male breadwinner -0.03 -0.05

Level of education of the man (ref. Up to lower vocational)
Middle or higher secondary or middle vocational 0.27 *** 0.26 ***
Higher vocational 0.70 *** 0.47 *** **
University 1.09 *** 0.81 ***
Level of education of the woman (ref. Up to lower vocational)
Middle or higher secondary or middle vocational 0.10 0.12
Higher vocational 0.37 *** b 0.49 ***
University 0.51 *** b 0.86 ***

Cohabiting (ref. Married) 0.14 0.16 *

Children (ref. No children)
Youngest child younger than 5 -0.08 -0.17 **
Youngest child 5 years or older -0.06 -0.08

Owner occupied (ref. Rental) -0.11 0.03

Degree of urbanization (ref. Hardly)
Moderately urbanized -0.11 0.04
Strongly urbanized 0.16 ** 0.16 **
Very strongly urbanized 0.14 0.26 **

Level of education parents of the man (ref. Up to lower vocational)
Middle or higher secondary or middle vocational 0.14 * 0.06
Higher vocational or university 0.36 *** 0.07 b **
Unknown -0.12 c -0.07
Level of education parents of the woman (ref. Up to lower vocational)
Middle or higher secondary or middle vocational 0.00 0.11
Higher vocational or university 0.36 *** 0.37 ***
Unknown 0.25 0.24

Household type parents of the man (ref. Together)
Separated parent 0.32 *** 0.07
Widowed mother -0.16 ** -0.08
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Widowed father 0.29 ** b 0.01 **
Household type parents of the woman (ref. Together)
Separated parent 0.13 0.25 **
Widowed mother -0.09 0.03
Widowed father -0.12 0.20 **

Oldest parent of the man
75 years old or older 0.01 0.05
Oldest parent of the woman
75 years old or older -0.09 0.03

Model fit
N 2476 2476
Adjusted R2

0.17 0.13
F 17.92 13.23
Prob > F 0.00   0.00    
Source: NKPS
*** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1
a, b and c indicate that there is a significant difference with the effect for the female partner or her parents
a p < 0.01, b p < 0.05, c p < 0.1

A higher level of education of either partner increases the distance between the couple and 

the parents of both the male and female partner, as we expected. However, the effects of 

the man’s level of education on the distance to his parents seem to be stronger than on 

the distance to her parents (this difference is significant for men with a higher vocational 

education), but the differences in the effects of the woman’s level of education on the 

distance to his and her parents are smaller and not significant (see horizontal comparisons 

in Table 3). When we compare the impact of the man’s level of education with the impact of 

the woman’s level of education on the distance between the couple and the man’s parents, 

we find that the man’s level of education has a stronger effect on the distance to his parents 

than the woman’s level of education has (see vertical comparisons in Table 3). Calculating the 

actual distances, we find that couples in which the man has a middle or higher secondary of 

middle vocational degree live about 12 kilometres farther away from her parents than from 

his parents. When the man has a university degree the distance to his parents increases by 

about 18 kilometres and the distance to her parents by about 13 kilometres. These results 

indicate that the male partner’s level of education is of greater importance to the distance 

between the couple and both sets of parents than the female partner’s level of education. 

These results are in line with our hypothesis on the dominance of the man’s socioeconomic 

status in couples’ location choices. 

Compared with married couples, unmarried cohabiting couples live significantly farther away 

from both sets of parents. As we argued, this difference could be caused by the fact that 

married couples have stronger family ties than cohabiting couples, and thus may have a 
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stronger preference for living close to family members. Although we do not find a gender 

difference here, other results show some evidence for our alternative hypothesis on the 

importance of female family ties. In line with our expectations, the results show that having 

young children does indeed decrease the distance between the couple and the woman’s 

parents, but does not decrease the distance to the man’s parents. Compared to not having 

children, the decrease in distance to the woman’s parents is about 6 kilometres. This result is 

in line with our hypothesis that family ties have a stronger effect on the distance to the female 

partner’s parents than on the distance to the male partner’s parents. Interestingly, the gender 

difference is not found for couples whose youngest child is 5 years or older. It could be that 

this finding reflects the greater care needs of the couple when they have young children. 

The effect of housing tenure does not lead to significant differences. Apparently, couples who 

own a home do not live any farther away or closer to their parents than renters do. A higher 

degree of urbanization is associated with an increase in the distance between the couple 

and both sets of parents, which is as we expected. The result for the mean age of the couple 

is in line with the reasoning that, with increasing age, the distance between individuals and 

their parents also becomes larger. This increase in the distance is found to be greater for 

men, which implies that, with increasing age, couples tend to live farther away from the male 

partner’s parents, but less far from the female partner’s parents. Compared to couples with 

an average age of 25, couples with an average age of 50 live about 22 kilometres farther away 

from the man’s parents but only about 11 kilometres farther away from the woman’s parents. 

This finding is interesting, because it could indicate that, after an initial dominance of the 

socioeconomic position of the male partner, the woman’s family ties gain relative importance 

later on in the relationship, for example because moves for the man’s job are less necessary 

later in his career, giving the woman more say in household decisions. 

The effects of the parents’ level of education are also as expected: men and women in couples 

whose parents have a higher vocational or university degree live farther away from them than 

men and women whose parents have up to a lower vocational degree. The level of education 

of the man’s parents only affects the distance between the couple and the man’s parents, 

while a woman with highly educated parents is associated with the distance between the 

couple and both sets of parents. 

We find that couples live farther away from a separated parent. Since this category mainly 

includes mothers who are separated, this is opposite to what we expected based on ties 

between adult children and their mothers, for which we expected that mothers would move 

closer to their children. The result is in line with the fact that upon separation women move 

out more often than men. Because the distance between the generations tends to increase 

with every move (Rogerson et al., 1993), moving out is likely to increase the distance to 

the children. Couples also live farther away from a man’s widowed father but closer to his 
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widowed mother. This result is in line with our hypotheses previous findings that widowed 

mothers receive more support from their adult children than widowed fathers do. No effect 

is found of the woman’s mother or father being widowed. It seems that the care needs of 

the male partner’s parents, especially those of his widowed mother, influence the distance 

between a couple and both sets of parents more than the care needs of the female partner’s 

parents do. We expected a negative effect of the oldest parents being over 75 years old, but 

we do not find a significant effect of this variable.

5.5 Conclusion and discussion

In this paper we investigated whether married and cohabiting couples live in closer proximity 

to the parents of the male or of the female partner and to what extent these distances are 

influenced by the characteristics of the couple, both partners, and both partners’ parents. 

We argued that gender differences play an important role in the location choice of couples 

with respect to both partners’ parents and formulated two contrasting hypotheses on how 

these gender differences could influence the distance between the couple and the man’s and 

woman’s parents. 

From the perspective of gender differences in the migration histories of couples, we argued 

that the migration and residential location decisions of couples are influenced by differences 

between the male and female partners’ bargaining power. This difference in bargaining power 

derives from gender role beliefs and differences in the partners’ socioeconomic status and 

age, which are likely to result in a stronger influence of the male partner in couples’ migration 

decisions. Because of the likelihood of male dominance in this context, we hypothesised 

that couples in general live closer to the man’s parents than the female partner’s parents 

and that his socioeconomic characteristics influence the distance to both sets of parents 

to a larger extent than hers do. From the perspective of the support needs of couples and 

their parents, we argued that gender differences in intergenerational contact and support 

may lead to a different balance between each partner’s say in the couple’s location choice. 

Women often have stronger family ties and provide more support than men do, especially to 

their own parents or adult children, which can lead to women having a stronger preference 

than men to live close to parents. Following this reasoning, we formulated the alternative 

hypothesis that the importance of female family ties would lead to couples living closer to 

the female partner’s parents. Moreover, we expected the characteristics of the couple and 

the parents that indicate a need for support to have a stronger effect on the distance to a 

woman’s parents. 

Our results show that couples on average live closer to the male partner’s parents than to 

the female partner’s, which is in line with our male dominance hypothesis. Our results are 

somewhat contradictory to the result of Pettersson and Malmberg (2007) that women are 

more likely to have their parents move closer to them than men are. The result of Pettersson 
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and Malmberg could partly be caused by the fact that couples already live closer to the 

parents of the man which makes is less necessary for them to move (even) closer to the 

couple.

We find that the man’s level of education has a larger effect on the distance to both sets 

of parents than the woman’s level of education does. Couples thus seem to choose their 

location based on what would benefit the socioeconomic position of the man, rather than 

on the possible preference of the woman to live in close proximity to her parents. However, 

some of our results support our alternative hypothesis on the importance of female family 

ties. We found an interesting result in that when a couple has young children, which could 

indicate a stronger family orientation as well as a greater need for support, they live closer to 

the parents of the female partner than when they do not, while this decrease in distance is 

not found for the distance to the male partner’s parents. This difference could indicate that 

couples rely more on the support of the woman’s parents when it comes to childcare (or 

having more contact with them) than on the support of the male partner’s parents. We also 

find that couples live closer to the widowed mother of the male partner, but further away from 

his widowed father, which is in line with previous findings that mothers receive more care than 

fathers do. Moreover, our results give reason to believe that the effect of male dominance in 

a couple on the distance to parents is more pronounced in the beginning of the relationship, 

for instance on union formation, while later on in the relationship the importance of the 

female family ties seem to gain importance. In later phases in the life course, such as the 

phase of living with young children, the distance between women and their parents seems to 

decrease. This inference is confirmed by the effects we found for the mean age of the couple: 

although the average distance between couples and both sets of parents increases with age, 

this increase is stronger for the distance to the man’s parents than to the woman’s. In further 

research, an investigation of the changes in distance between men and women in couples 

and both sets of parents in different stages in the life course would be worthwhile. 

Our research had a few limitations. Firstly, we only had indirect measures of the care needs 

of either the couple or their parents in our data. This deficiency was partly caused by the fact 

that the information we had on, for instance, the health problems of the respondents and their 

parents was not available for the parents-in-law. We therefore used the household situation 

as a proxy for support needs. Data including the health status of both sets of elderly parents 

and, more specifically, changes in their support needs could give more insight into the extent 

to which care and support needs influence a couple’s location choice. Moreover, whether 

parents need support from their child also depends on the presence of other children and the 

distance to them. Although we did have the residential locations of the respondents’ siblings, 

we lacked information on the locations of their partners’ siblings, so we were unable to include 

this information in our models. Future research with data containing direct measurements of 

support needs and the location of all other family members who might provide care could 
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improve our understanding of the location choice of couples with respect to the residential 

location of both sets of parents.

References

Bengtson, V.L. (2001) Beyond the nuclear family: the increasing importance of multigenerational 

bonds. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 63: 1-16.

Bielby, W.T. and D.D. Bielby (1992) I will follow him: family ties, gender-role beliefs, and 

reluctance to relocate for a better job. The American Journal of Sociology, 97: 1241-1267.

Blood, R.O. and M. Wolfe (1960) Husbands and wives. The dynamics of married living. New 

York: The Free Press.

Bordone, V. (2009) Contact and proximity of older people to their adult children: a comparison 

between Italy and Sweden. Population, Space and Place, 15: 359-380.

Börsch-Supan, A. (1990) Education and its double-edged impact on mobility. Economics of 

Education Review, 9: 39-53.

Boyle, P., T.J. Cooke, K. Halfacree and D. Smith (2001) A cross-national comparison of the 

impact of family migration on women’s employment status. Demography, 38: 201-213.

Clark, R. and D. Wolf (1992) Proximity of children and elderly migration. In: A. Rogers (ed.) 

Elderly Migration and Population Redistribution. London: Belhaven.

Clogg, C. C., E. Petkova & A. Haritou (1995) Statistical methods for comparing regression 

coefficients between models. American Journal of Sociology, 100: 1261-1293.

Cooke, T.J. (2003) Family migration and the relative earnings of husbands and wives. Annals 

of the Association of American Geographers, 93: 338-349.

Cooke, T.J. (2008) Migration in a family way. Population, Space and Place, 14: 255-265.

DaVanzo, J. (1981) Repeat migration, information costs, and location-specific capital. 

Population and Environment, 4: 45-73.

De Boer, A.H. (2006) Rapportage ouderen. Veranderingen in de leefsituatie en levensloop 

(Report on the Elderly). Den Haag: Sociaal-Cultureel Planbureau.



117

Dykstra, P.A., M.Kalmijn, T.C.M. Knijn, A.E. Komter, A.C. Liefbroer and C.H. Mulder (2005) 

Codebook of the Netherlands Kinship Panel Study. A multi-actor, multi-method panel 

study on solidarity in family relationships, wave 1. NKPS Working Paper No. 4. The Hague: 

Netherlands Interdisciplinary Demographic Institute.

Feijten, P. (2005) Union dissolution, unemployment and moving out of homeownership. 

European Sociological Review, 21: 59-71.

Feijten, P. and M. Van Ham (2007) Residential mobility and migration of the divorced and 

separated. Demographic Research, 17: 623-654.

Fischer, P.A. and G. Malmberg (2001) Settled people don’t move: On life course and (im-)

mobility in Sweden. International Journal of Population Geography, 7: 357-371.

Gerstel, N. and S.K. Gallagher (1993) Kinkeeping and distress: gender, recipients of care, and 

work-family conflict. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 55: 598-608.

Goldscheider, F. and G. Goldscheider (1999) The changing transition to adulthood. Leaving 

and returning home. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Grundy, E. and N. Shelton (2001) Contact between adult children and their parents in Great 

Britain 1986-99. Environment and Planning A, 33: 685-697.

Hank, K. (2007) Proximity and contacts between older parents and their children: a European 

comparison. Journal of Marriage and Family, 69: 157-173.

Henley, A. (1998) Residential Mobility, housing equity and the labour market. Economic 

Journal, 108: 414-427.

Hogerbrugge, M.J.A. and P.A. Dykstra (2009) The family ties of unmarried cohabiting and 

married persons in the Netherlands. Journal of Marriage and Family, 71: 135-145.

Kalmijn, M. (2006) Educational inequality and family relationships: influences on contact and 

proximity. European Sociological Review, 22: 1-16.

Kalmijn, M. and J. de Vries (2009) Change and stability in parent-child contact in five Western 

countries. European Journal of Population, 25: 257-276.



118

Lawton, L., M. Silverstein and V.L. Bengtson (1994) Affection, social contact, and geographic 

distance between adult children and their parents. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 56: 

57-68.

Knijn, T.C.M. and A.C. Liefbroer (2006) More kin than kind: instrumental support in families. 

In: Dykstra, P.A., M. Kalmijn, T. Knijn, A. Komter, A. Liefbroer and C.H. Mulder (eds.) Family 

Solidarity in the Netherlands. Amsterdam: Dutch University Press.

Komter, A.E. and W.A.M. Vollebergh (2002) Solidarity in Dutch families: family ties under 

strain? Journal of Family Issues, 23: 171-188.

Litwak, E. and S. Kulis (1987) Technology, proximity and measures of kin support. Journal of 

Marriage and the Family, 49: 649-661.

Malmberg, G. and A. Pettersson (2007) Distance to elderly parents: analyses of Swedish 

register data. Demographic Research, 17: 679-704.

Manting, D. (1994) Dynamics in marriage and cohabitation: an inter-temporal, life course 

analysis of first union formation and dissolution. Amsterdam: Thesis Publishers.

Manting, D. (1996) The changing meaning of cohabitation and marriage. European Sociological 

Review, 12: 53-65.

Michielin, F. and C.H. Mulder (2007) Geographical distances between adult children and their 

parents in the Netherlands. Demographic Research, 17: 655-678.

Michielin, F., C.H. Mulder and A. Zorlu (2008) Distance to parents and geographical mobility. 

Population, Space and Place, 14: 327-345.

Mulder, C.H., W.A.V. Clark and M. Wagner (2006) Resources, living arrangements and first 

union formation in the United States, the Netherlands and West Germany. European Journal 

of Population, 22: 3-35.

Mulder, C.H. and T.J. Cooke (2009) Guest editorial. Family ties and residential locations. 

Population, Space and Place, 15: 299-304.

Mulder, C.H. and M. Kalmijn (2006) Geographical distances between family members. In: 

Dykstra, P.A., M. Kalmijn, T. Knijn, A. Komter, A. Liefbroer and C.H. Mulder (eds.) Family 

Solidarity in the Netherlands. Amsterdam: Dutch University Press.



119

Mulder, C. H. and M.J. Van der Meer (2009) Geographical distances and support from family 

members. Population, Space and Place, 15: 381-399.

Mulder, C.H. and M. Wagner (1993) Migration and marriage in the life course: a method for 

studying synchronized events. European Journal of Population, 9: 55-76.

Pettersson, A. and G. Malmberg (2009) Adult children and elderly parents as mobility 

attractions in Sweden. Population, Space and Place, 15: 343-357.

Rogerson, P.A., J.A. Burr and G. Lin (1997) Changes in geographic proximity between parents 

and their adult children. International Journal of Population Geography, 3: 121-136.

Rogerson, P.A., R.H. Weng and G. Lin (1993) The spatial separation of parents and their adult 

children. Annals of the Association of American Geographers, 83: 656-671.

Rossi, A. and P. Rossi (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., T.M. Parrott and V.L. Bengtson (1995) Factors that predispose middle-aged 

sons and daughters to provide social support to older parents. Journal of Marriage and the 

Family, 57: 465-475.

Smits, J., C.H. Mulder and P. Hooimeijer (2003) Changing gender roles, shifting power balance 

and long-distance migration of couples. Urban Studies, 40: 603-613.

Spitze, G. and J. Logan (1990) Sons, daughters, and intergenerational social support. Journal 

of Marriage and the Family, 52: 420-430.

Tomassini, C., S. Kalogirou, E. Grundy, T. Fokkema, P. Martikainen, M. Broese van Groenou 

and A. Karisto (2004) Contacts between elderly parents and their children in four European 

countries: current patterns and future prospects. European Journal of Ageing, 1: 54-63.

Van Diepen, A. M. L. and C.H. Mulder (2009) Distance to family members and relocations of 

older adults. Journal of Housing and the Built Environment, 24: 31-46.

Weesie, J. (1999) Seemingly unrelated estimation and the cluster-adjusted sandwich 

estimator. Stata Technical Bulletin, 52: 34-47.


