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Abstract

Many studies have indicated that intergenerational support may be required when people separate from their spouse. The variation of experience between this younger generation and that of their parents at a time of divorce is less explored. The central focus of this paper lies in characterising the differences between younger and older generations’ perceptions of support at this time[endnoteRef:3]. The analysis is based on two different sample sets of in-depth interviews conducted in 2008 in Ireland. Findings from the interviews showed that, whereas the older generation believed they provided both emotional and practical support (financial, childcare and housing), the younger generation felt they received and benefited from practical support over and above emotional support. Indeed, the findings show a striking divergence in perceptions of emotional support between the two generations. The article contributes to the discussion of the structure and meaning of intergenerational support at a time of divorce and discusses the factors which impact upon the experience of such support.   [3:  The sample of divorcees from the younger generation will be referred to as the ‘younger generation’. The sample of grandparents from the second study will be referred to as the ‘older generation’] 







Introduction

With changing marriage, birth, and parenthood patterns and increasing life expectancies, the multi-generational family has become ever more influential in supporting the family (Bengston, 2001). As many studies have highlighted, intergenerational support may be required when adults separate from a married or cohabiting partner (Finch, 1989; Smart; 2004; Thompson, 1999). The purpose of this article is to explore a central issue of intergenerational relations: comparing perceptions of intergenerational support when an adult child divorces. 

The study of intergenerational relations had traditionally two dominant theoretical perspectives. Early research on intergenerational relationships was dominated by the solidarity perspective. This structural-functionalist perspective emphasised the idea of a common value system across generations, a normative obligation to provide help, and asserted that individuals seek to maintain unity in the family system (Luescher and Pillemer, 1998). It was argued that individuals operated exclusively on the basis of affection and solidarity. Applying this theoretical framework, we would expect that the older generation would provide unreserved support at a time of crisis in the lives of younger family members. The second major theoretical perspective explores aspects of intergenerational relations that focussed on, inter alia, family problems, conflict and caregivers stress. Such theorists were unwilling to accept that intergenerational relationships were characterised solely by a common value system and reciprocal help (Luescher and Pillemer, 1998). They believed that intergenerational relations were also orientated by conflict (Connidis, 2001). This would suggest that while parents may provide some level of support at the time of their adult child’s divorce, it may be provided with reservations on the parents’ side. Although parents may want to assist their adult children at this time, they may also want to retain a certain distance. The phrase ‘intimacy at a distance’, coined by Rosenmayr (1968:677), refers to the desire to maintain close family relations while retaining some distance. Lye (1994: 81) outlines other theoretical contributions to our understanding of intergenerational relations, but research to date has focused predominantly on the solidarity and conflict perspectives. 

Indeed, the majority of parents and adult children report their relationships to be supportive; however, some relationships are a significant source of psychological distress for both generations (Pillemer et al, 2007:776). Pillemer et al. (2007) argue that, rather than operating solely on the basis of solidarity, or under threat of conflict, intergenerational relations among adults revolve around ‘ambivalence’. Ambivalence is understood as the simultaneous existence of both positive and negative sentiments, or the ‘paradox between closeness and distance the push and pull between intimacy and setting boundaries’ (Bengston et al., 2002:568). The difference between these two theories suggests that further research is needed to explain more clearly how intergenerational relations work in times of stress.   

The strategic role that close kin play in assisting families and individuals over life course transitions has been well documented in the literature (Eggbeen and Hogan 1990; Rossi and Rossi 1990). Mancini and Blieszner (1989) reviewed the dominant themes representing the relationships of older parents and their adult children. They divided the type of support and assistance into two themes, namely practical and emotional support.  According to Mancini and Blieszner, common types of inter-generational support and assistance include: giving money; providing gifts other than money; taking care of children; giving advice on jobs, business matters, helping with transportation; and giving emotional support and affection (Mancini and Blieszner, 1986). Factors which are likely to affect the level of support from parents to their adult children have been identified by Hogan et al (1993:1432) as age, gender, ethnicity, family structure, socioeconomic status (SES), and proximity to kin. The role of family structures and transformations, including the impact of marital breakdown, remains under-researched. 

Research has demonstrated that life course transitions such as divorce, experienced by members of one generation, will have consequences for members of other generations (Kaufman and Uhlenberg, 1998). A number of studies have examined the effects of the adult child's marital status on intergenerational relationships (Gerstel, 1988; Kaufman and Uhlenberg, 1998; Leahy Johnson, 1988; Lye, 1994; Spitze et al, 1997). Gerstel’s research with 104 separated and divorced men and women found that kin continue to be a major source of help, especially with practical support (Gerstel, 1988). However, according to Gerstel (1988), divorce can alter the social support that is usually available in marriage and explains how the individual may lose out on a source of both emotional and practical support. Gerstel argued that divorce causes individuals to reorganize their support networks. 

There is a lack of consensus regarding the factors that determine the level of intergenerational (parent-adult child) support when the younger generation divorces. Factors which are likely to have an impact on the nature of exchanges between generations at a time of the adult-child’s divorce include the level of conflict and strain between divorcing children and their parents, the level of financial hardship and labour force participation among divorcees, the presence or absence of (grand) children, and constraints on time and energy associated with being a single parent (Lye, 1994: 92). Divorced women and men also face quite different financial situations upon divorce. Gerstel’s study (1988) showed that while decreased income appears to significantly affect the extent of women's kin reliance, it has less effect on men. Such findings remind us that women, often made poor by divorce, do still seek and obtain private intra-familial transfers (Weitzman, 1985). According to the findings from Leahy Johnson’s (1988) research, over 75% of parents gave economic help to their divorced adult children, with 22% giving regular income maintenance to a divorced child. 

Life course transitions, such as divorce, may result in a need for adult-children to return to the parental home. There is a tendency to return to the parental home when a marriage ends (Sullivan, 1986).  Sullivan showed that the housing options for men, particularly those in the lower socio-economic groups, after divorce are more limited. With rising numbers of mothers in the paid labour force, the negotiation of work and family life becomes increasingly problematic, particularly for post-divorce families involving lone parents. Several researchers argue (Douglas and Ferguson, 2003; Wheelock and Jones, 2002) that grandparents are among the most important sources of care for young children whose mothers are employed lone parents. A study of the role grandmothers’ play in providing support when their adult children divorce found that 89% of parents assisted their adult children by providing babysitting or other types of childcare (Leahy Johnson, 1988:224).

Parents also experience a significant amount of difficulty in providing their adult child with emotional support after the latter’s divorce. Kaufman and Uhlenberg (1998) found that divorce may add tension to the parent-adult child relationship. As a result adult children no longer tend to rely on their parents for emotional support. Parents may be disappointed with children who are unsuccessful in marriage, and economic problems associated with divorce may increase distress for parents who feel some responsibility for helping their children. Leahy Johnson’s (1988:224) examination of the supportive role mothers play in adult child’s divorce suggest that most individuals sought emotional support and consolation from friends rather than their parents. Brannen and Collard (1982:119), in their study on seeking help in failing marriages, also found that people were unlikely to use individual kin as close confidants. Umberson (1992) found that, compared with married children, divorced children reported receiving less social support from their parents and experiencing more strain in relationships with their mothers. 

The Research Question

The existing research informs us of how parent adult-child relationships are affected by divorce. The literature describes the nature of support that is provided in such relationships and how it is affected by divorce; however it offers little understanding of the perceptions of intergenerational support at a time of the adult child’s divorce. The purpose of this article is to assess the variation in parents’ and their adult children’s understanding and experience of intergenerational support upon divorce in Ireland. Divorce in Ireland, with its late introduction, is now the fastest growing marital status category in the period since 1996. The number of persons recorded as divorced in the census increased from 9,800 in 1998 to 35,000 in 2002  and to 59,500 in 2006 (Census, 2006). Our research examined both generations’ (parent and adult children) experience and perception of intergenerational support upon the younger generation’s divorce. The central task in this article is to characterise the differences in perceptions of intergenerational support at a time of the adult child’s divorce. Having discussed the literature and research questions that inform this research, the remaining sections of this article will describe the methodology adopted. In the main part of the article, we review the findings of how the younger and older generation each perceived the support provided upon divorce. Within this section we emphasise particularly how each generation’s perception converged or diverged for the different forms of support. We conclude by outlining the contribution that this article makes to the literature on intergenerational support when the adult child divorces. 

Research Methods

This paper is based on primary analysis of data from two different but inter-related studies using the same methodology (in-depth interviews). All interviews were conducted in 2008. The first sample, the younger generation sample, is derived from the first author’s doctoral research[endnoteRef:4]. This research involved in-depth interviews with 39 separated/divorced parents. Parents were sampled from a mail-out from a private family law solicitor, and referrals from two community family law centres. The doctoral study focused on the patterns of contact that occur between separated parents and their children (i.e. how adults and children experience contact post-separation). All respondents in this study had been married. Due to the semi-structured nature of the interviews that allowed for additional topics to emerge as interviews unfolded, the study also yielded extensive data on the topic of this article.  [4:  The article is based on the doctoral thesis of the first author for the School of Social Work and Social Policy in Trinity College Dublin which is supervised by Dr. Evelyn Mahon. The first author wishes to thank the Irish Research Council for Humanities and Social Science for the scholarship received for conducting the doctoral study. The views expressed in this article are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect those of the Irish Research Council for Humanities and Social Sciences] 


The second sample, the older generation sample, comes from a study with 31 grandparents conducted by the remaining authors of the article. This study’s main aim was to acquire a better understanding of how inter-generational relationships are affected by dissolution of marital and non-marital unions. The participants were recruited through support groups for divorced parents and through clubs and associations known to have a high proportion of older members. Posters and flyers were distributed through these organisations. Potential respondents were also contacted through an advertisement in a national newspaper, and the newsletters of an older person’s association and of a lone parent organisation. Interviews were mainly conducted in respondents’ own homes, and lasted between 30 and 120 minutes. 

Both studies based their analysis of the interviews and were exclusively focused on the experiences of one generation only. The study does not involve any ‘family sets’ as the two samples were accessed differently. In order to assess the comparability of the studies, we examined the comparability of the attributes of both samples (see Table 1 below) in the light of the following characteristics: gender, marital status, location, length of time since separation, proximity and socio-economic status. When interpreting the contents of Table 1, it is important to note that gender, marital status and length of time since separation refer to the younger generation for both samples. The location, proximity and socio-economic status refer to the younger generation in the parent sample and the older generation in the grandparent sample.  

As can be seen from Table 1, there is a high degree of comparability across the two samples, particularly in relation to the gender of the younger generation, time since separation, geographical proximity to the parent and economic group. The major difference between the two samples lies in the (former) marital status of the younger generation: there were 13 ‘never married’ participants in older generation sample and no ‘never married’ parents in the younger generation sample. In light of research which suggests that intergenerational support differs markedly according to the former marital status of the participant, (Lye, 1993; Manchini and Blieszner, 1989; Spitze, 1994; Bengston, 2001) and as the non-married sample diverges considerably from the married sample, we decided to discard the non-married sample and focus on the comparability of married participants across the younger generation. The 13 never-married participants from the older generation sample were excluded from the analysis. The article at hand therefore draws on interviews conducted with the 18 grandparents whose adult children’s characteristics are comparable to the other sample set. The third row in Table 1 characterises the grandparents’ sample that was used for analysis in this article. 

Table 1: Interviewees for the Study 
	
	Gender of
Younger Generation
	Marital Status
	Location
	Length of Time since Separation
	Proximity to parent
	Socio-Economic
Status 

	
Younger Generation
(39)
	
Male (20)
Female (19)
	
Divorced (13)
Separated (26)
Never Married (0)
	
Urban (33)
Rural (6)
	
1-2 years [10]
3-4 years [9]
5+ years [20]
	
Close (27)
Far (12)
	
High (17)
Middle (13)
Low (9)

	
Older Generation
(full sample of 31)
	
Male  (20)
Female (11)
	
Divorced (9)
Separated (9)
Never Married (13)
	
Urban (19)
Rural (12)
	
1-2 years [11]
3-4 years [5]
5+ years [15]
	
Close (17)
Far (14)
	
High (9)
Middle (9)
Low (5)

	
Older Generation
(Sample of 18 selected for this article)
	
Male  (9)
Female (8)
	
Divorced (9)
Separated (9)

	
Urban (9)
Rural (9)
	
1-2 years [5]
3-4 years [4]
5+ years [9]
	
Close (7)
Far (11)
	
High (12)
Middle (3)
N.A. (3)




The researchers acknowledge that the study has several limitations. Firstly, the research contains reports from only one generation within a family. The respondents are not members of parent-child dyads. Bianchi (2007) presents a systemic assessment of the data needs for studying inter- and intra-generational family relationships. In this comprehensive overview, Bianchi argues that dyadic data collection, sampling two members from the same family, provides a much richer representation of the family context in which intergenerational relationships occur. 

While the fact that the respondents were not linked to each other within a single main study is on the face of it a disadvantage, one can also argue that it creates less of a reporting bias. Mandemakers and Dykstra (2008:495) argue that there is arguably higher reporting bias due to generational stake, self-enhancement, family obligations, dissatisfaction with received support and relationship quality in studies where respondents (parents & grandparents) are linked (Mandemakers and Dykstra, 2008:496). In short, notwithstanding the advantages in collecting dyadic data on intergenerational support, there are also methodological concerns with this approach.

Secondly, the parents in each sample were self selecting. All participants in the younger generation sample were actively involved or attempting to be actively involved in parenting post-separation. The participants in the older generation sample experienced several challenges as a result of their adult child’s divorce. There may be issues of sampling selectivity that we were not able to control for which may lead to a bias in many different directions, both towards those who are coping relatively well and those who were more aggrieved. 
Although we were not able to interview both the grandparent and younger generation parent in the same family, we do have a great deal of information about what each of these groups had to say about intergenerational support upon divorce. Comparison of findings from the two studies was possible because participants in both studies were asked open-ended questions about supports they had provided or received at the time of separation or divorce. Participants were also probed about particular concerns or issues they had with the type of support they were receiving or providing. Analysis of their responses enabled us to distil the key differences between parents’ and grandparents’ experiences of intergenerational support upon divorce.  The analysis will be divided into four sections which relate to the four forms of support provided, namely 1) economic 2) housing (defined here as co-residence i.e. adult child moving back into the parental home) 3) childcare and 4) emotional support. The analysis focuses on the perceptions and experiences of both the younger and older generation within each of these sections. The convergences and divergences of perceptions between the generations will also be examined for each form of support.[endnoteRef:5] [5:  There was a slight divergence between the two samples in the different types of support categories.  While the older generation sample reported experiences of providing legal and advisory support, the younger generation did not report such experiences. We have therefore disregarded this support category from this study and concentrate on the four main types of support as described above, namely economic, housing, childcare and emotional support] 


FINDINGS

Before we explore the differences in intergenerational support upon marriage breakdown across the two samples, it is important to outline how we refer to each cohort in the following sections. The sample of divorcees from the younger generation will be referred to as the ‘younger generation’. The sample of grandparents from the second study will be referred to as the ‘older generation’.  

Economic Support

The findings for the younger generation suggest that in the majority of cases, respondents from the younger generation were explicitly grateful for the economic contributions they had received from the older generation. Mothers from the younger generation tended to blame their ex-spouses for the need to rely heavily on their parents for financial support. They felt that they didn’t receive adequate financial support from their ex-spouse particularly during the period between the physical separation and the legal separation: 

	[Ex-husband] will talk about maintenance, about how much he was paying me.  He wanted to have it reduced, it actually stopped for a period of time, so he said so much per child and so much for me and he stopped the portion that was for me. So he was in arrears for quite a number of months. 		
				Younger Generation, Respondent 14, Mother, Divorced

Twelve of the 19 female participants in younger generation sample described the need to rely on their parents for financial support due to unreliable maintenance payments from their ex-husbands. One mother who had three young children and had yet to obtain a legal separation described how she managed financially during this interim period: 

My parents have heavily subsidized it, I am working part time…I have a reasonable salary but it is only part time, and he [ex-husband] maintains that he earns [only] €30,000, and with no settlement, until that comes, so every time I need some money, my parents pay for it … 		
			Younger Generation, Respondent 33, Mother, Separated

Although grateful for their parent’s support, many of the adult children were reluctant to ask for further help even if it was needed. 

I mean like he’d always keep me hanging, like, he wouldn’t pay for weeks. I couldn’t ask my parents and my family because my father was dead and I couldn’t ask them for more money. 
				Younger Generation, Respondent 35, Mother, Divorced

Another mother who was separated for three years and was the primary carer of two children felt that the financial settlement reached upon divorce was inadequate and did not grant her ‘proper provision’ to meet everyday expenses, or her future needs[endnoteRef:6]:   [6:  In order for the court to grant a decree of divorce under The 1996 Family Law (Divorce) Act, the court must ensure that, amongst three other criteria, proper provision has been made for the dependent spouse and children. This requirement is unique to Irish family law and the general standard of ‘proper provision’ is not defined by the legislation but is at the judge’s discretion. ] 


It is all very well a house worth €900,000 but that is just bricks, my mother has just died so there was some money left, and I have already had to use that…but at the same time, you know, I have no pension. 	
			Younger Generation, Respondent 26, Mother, Divorced

What emerges in this case is that a considerable amount of economic support was given by the older to the younger generation but the younger generation experienced apprehension when asking for help and frustration at the lack of viable alternatives. Many of the younger generation felt that support from their family should be the last resort and not the first. One mother, who had two young children and was yet to obtain a legal separation, described the lack of help from financial institutions during this unsettling time:

I found that everywhere you went that nobody wanted to help you because the situation was not sorted financially. There was absolutely, nobody wanted to do anything. It was hard so basically only my family were able to give me money to pay a solicitor.    		Younger Generation, Respondent 5, Mother, Divorced

The findings from the older generation suggest that many of the grandparents believed that they needed to be there for the younger generation as they felt that their adult children had been ‘left without a thing’. Most grandparents relayed that they had provided unreserved economic support to their adult children during and after their separation. It appeared that most accepted that ‘parenting’ their children was an endless task, which did not end even after their child had grown up and had children of their own: 

	If you're that type of person, if you have that nature in you, you do without and look after your child. 
			Older Generation, Respondent 29, Female, Maternal 

Due to the nature of Irish family law legislation, separating parents in Ireland may wait up to three years before the financial arrangement for their separation is legalised.  During this ‘interim period’ (the period between physically separating and legally separating), many parents experienced unreliable and unregulated financial assistance from their ex-spouse. As such, many maternal grandparents offered economic assistance during this interim period, in which they felt their former son-in-law was avoiding his responsibility in providing for their adult child and the children. There was a perception amongst some of the maternal grandparents that daughters should not be in employment and should be full-time stay-at-home mothers. For this reason they were willing to provide extra money to their adult daughter to enable her to remain at home as a full-time childminder. One maternal grandparent who held such sentiments commented on both the financial and personal cost of her adult child returning to the labour force: 

For her to go and work it would cost a fortune to pay somebody to mind the child and it's important I think that she's with the little fella.
			Older Generation, Respondent 29, Female, Maternal

Such opinions motivated maternal grandparents to provide extra money to their adult children when required. On the other hand, paternal grandparents helped their sons ‘start again’ after the separation. Many of the paternal grandparents felt that it had been their son who suffered mostly from the separation and had ‘lost everything out of it’. Additionally, paternal grandparents mentioned the need to cover legal fees or maintenance arrears that their sons had accrued. One paternal grandmother explained how she provided financial support to her son to cover the legal fees that he had to pay:

	We lent him money a few times and he hadn’t to pay it back to us I suppose we must 	have lent him ten or twelve thousand [euro] there as well…Like the courts really 	skinned him.			
				Older Generation, Respondent 10, Female, Paternal
Our analysis revealed that there were commonalities amongst the generations in their experience of intergenerational financial support upon marriage breakdown. This form of support seems fairly habitual and there seems to be a high level of similarity in the both generation’s perception of economic support. The analysis, however, highlights that there are gender differences in the focus of support. Paternal grandparents found the need to financially support their sons in paying legal fees and maintenance. In this sample, the need to cover legal costs arose for the parents of adult sons rather than adult daughters. Many of the adult sons, who are in employment, do not qualify for civil legal aid. Many of the adult daughters on the other hand, who are homemakers, receive civil legal aid and therefore maternal grandparents do not need to provide for these costs. The legislation governing access to civil legal aid maintains that income is one of the main factors in obtaining civil legal aid.[endnoteRef:7] Economic support provision for paternal grandparents was largely directed by the structural context in which divorce occurs. [7:  The civil legal aid scheme in Ireland is governed according to the provisions of S.I. No. 273/1996 — Civil Legal Aid Regulations, 1996. Individuals who are separating in Ireland may qualify for legal aid if they pass a financial test which is largely based on income (the applicant’s disposable income must be less than €18,000 per annum) but may also be based on capital (the applicant’s disposable capital (other than your home) less than €320,000) (FLAC, 2009).
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Maternal grandparents talked about the need to support their daughters who are homemakers and are receiving unreliable maintenance. Maternal grandparents’ attitudes towards motherhood and the participation of their adult daughters in the labour force shape the nature and provision of economic support that they provide. As indicated above, many of the maternal grandparents were willing to financially support their adult daughter to stay at home and care for their children as they believed it was important for the children.  Economic support provision for maternal grandparents was in this case especially dictated by the attitudes of the older generation.

Housing Support (Co-residence)

Members of the younger generation who had moved back to their parents’ house expressed explicit gratitude about how this facilitated 1) an escape route from the marital home 2) a place to stay and 3) a place which was suitable for good quality contact with children (for the non-custodial parents). In relation to the accommodation needs of the younger generation, moving back into the parent’s home was seen by most as a temporary arrangement, even where intra-familial relations were congenial. One mother from the younger generation who had three children under the age of 15 indicated that the problem with leaving her ex-spouse and the matrimonial home was that there was nowhere to go. As is evident from the quote below, this mother was grateful that she could return to the parental home, so that she could physically separate from her husband: 

Even though I knew I wanted to leave I just didn’t know how to do it. I had a very supportive family and without them I could never have done it. I’ll admit that because there is nowhere to go. 		
			Younger Generation, Respondent 5, Mother, Divorced

Many of the mothers in the younger generation found it difficult to return to the family home as their parents were unaware that the marriage had broken down. The younger generation outlined that in some cases it was necessary to return to the parent’s home even when the older generation were not wholly supportive. In such instances the younger generation described the move and period following it as tense because the older generation had been unaware of the problems that existed in the marriage and because these now came to light. Similar findings emerged for the older generation, many of whom had not known about their adult children’s divorce until the final decision had been made. The separated younger generation believed that their parents had difficulty understanding why they were ‘abandoning’ their marriage:

I knew it was very hard on her because I mean she’s older now and it’s just very difficult. She knew, she didn’t really know what was going on in the marriage, fortunately I never really said anything. So I think that was difficult for her to cope with. In other words I think she would have been able to deal with it if he’d gone off with another woman. 	
			Younger Generation, Respondent 12, Mother, Divorced

Five of the 20 fathers in the younger generation sample were forced to leave the family home and return to their parent’s home. In each case the fathers in the younger generation expressed sincere gratitude towards the older generation and were grateful that their parent’s house was big enough to facilitate good quality contact with their children. In all of the five cases, the children were able to stay overnight in the older generation’s house. This father who was separated three years and had three young children (all under the age of five) described how he moved in with his mother:

I went to live with my mother in her house…I am very lucky, my mother’s house, it is a very fine house, the children have their own room, there is a nice garden out the back, so the setting is lovely. 
			Younger Generation, Respondent 35, Father, Separated
The findings from the older generation suggest that their experience of co-residing with the younger generation was challenging but at times necessary in order to support the younger generation. Many participants in the older generation described how co-residence with their adult child placed restrictions on their own lives: 

Well he came back to live with me, now he’s a rotten communicator. And I did my best to give him support but I mean every day I used to be tense – oh yeah, the phone calls would come from the children and he would be absolutely – I mean it was very awkward for me, it was my phone and my friends would be ringing…
			Older Generation, Respondent 14, Female, Paternal

This quote demonstrates how the older generation had to ‘put their own life on hold’ and sacrifice their own needs in order to support their adult children. In many cases, the grandparents did not see this housing arrangement as the most desirable arrangement and hoped that it wouldn’t last for too long. The following excerpt reveals how the older generation in some cases experienced the younger generation’s move back into their home as challenging: 

…. She’s not the easiest to live with either. I found that after [she came back to live] here for several years. It’s very difficult to have two people in the one kitchen, and with the children…	
			Older Generation, Respondent 26, Female, Maternal

Although many of the older generation described how the housing arrangements were not an ideal option they also described how they felt it was necessary to support their children. It seems that the desire to support the younger generation was so great that the older generation did not resent or harbour negative feelings towards their children for their temporary dependence on them:

…that was a pretty tense period but I was there to try and support him as best I could. 			Older Generation, Respondent 14, female, Paternal

Within this study it is clear that both generations understand that the preference for the parent-child relationship as a source of routine support seems to hold good in providing practical housing support, even when it incurs a period of “uneasy” co-residence. It seems that living with parents after the divorce is an option ‘to fall back on’ if you have to, but it is not the most desirable arrangement and both parties understand that it should be temporary. Overall, the study found that there is a high degree of similarity in both generations’ perceptions of housing support upon marriage breakdown. This form of support is perceived by both generations as being temporary and both generations accept that it created a certain amount of tension in the household.

Childcare Support

An analysis of the interviews with the younger generation suggests that in the majority of cases, the younger generation relied on the older generation to assist with childcare. They described how the older generation substituted for the role of the ‘absent’ parent by providing childcare support. The mothers in the younger generation sample believed that the need for childcare support was largely related to the father’s lack of involvement in caring for their children. Mothers in the younger generation sample felt that their mothers provided more reliable back up than their ex-spouse:

	my family, they are great, I mean, they are who I go to if I need children minded… 	I 	mean, if I was to ring him [former partner] up to say, can you take the children as I 	need a break that would be like red rag to a bull, I definitely wouldn’t do that 
				Younger Generation, Respondent 14, Mother, Separated

Another interviewee acknowledged that the reason she moved house was that she could be closer to her mother, who was her main source of childcare support:

	So I moved house back up beside my mother, she was great as a back up. She was 	always there, I have to say even when the kids were sick, she was the one who would 	stand in when it was needed be, it wasn’t the dad, it would be her 
				Younger Generation, Respondent 5, Mother, Divorced

Additionally some parents in the younger generation felt that the presence of the grandparents, especially grandmothers, provided for better quality parenting, supervision and contact. Many custodial parents from the younger generation who had infant children felt they could allow access to take place with a non-custodial father as they knew there was a female grandparent present:

He [former spouse] would bring him [newborn son] around, because I knew he would bring him because the mother was there and it was only an hour. So an hour or two max and also some of the family were there and they wanted to see him 
			Younger Generation, Respondent 5 Mother, Divorced

The findings from the older generation suggest that grandparents felt the greatest need to provide childcare support for the adult children during the immediate period after the separation. During this period, they felt their adult children were unable to reconcile work, life and legal demands and tried to ease the burden by helping out: 

	Practical help, huge amount of...largely lifts and providing care while their parents were at work…but once a week I collect the 12-year-old from school, bring him home and keep him for the afternoon and he does his homework, mooches around and he comes for a walk and he plays with the dog.  It works very well
				Older Generation, Respondent 18, Female, Maternal

Additionally grandparents felt that by providing childcare support they were securing a more conventional stable environment for the children, where they could demonstrate good parenting practices:  

	…I was the one who got his school things ready for him and after rearing all my own – that was the first baby that his mummy had to look after you know. And being the youngest in the family she wouldn't have any experience.
					Older Generation, Respondent 29, Female, Maternal
Many grandparents became heavily involved in childcare provision during times of high conflict amongst the younger generation. The reason for their increased involvement stemmed from a concern that the parents were distracted from their parenting role and that their grandchildren were receiving insufficient parental attention:  

for a while I felt I was trying to compensate for their lack of parenting and now I’m not doing that any longer…when things were going badly wrong and I felt they weren’t getting the sort of tranquil surroundings at home that they needed and that the parent attention was being taken from the children into their own situation and I think I was possibly, I wouldn’t say co-parenting but trying to compensate for this. 					Older Generation, Respondent 29, Female, Maternal

The level of hands-on care was greatest in cases where the father in the younger generation had returned to the family home and access took place in the older generation’s home. In several cases, this led the paternal grandmothers adopting what is described in the literature as a “substitute maternal role”(Douglas and Ferguson, 2003). This was particularly evident in situations where there were young grandchildren. 

The findings from this study show that both generations acknowledged that the older generation provides invaluable childcare support at a time of marriage breakdown. Many respondents from the younger generation suggested that female kin are a common and reliable source of childcare assistance. Both generations agreed that such support assisted the younger generation’s attempts to reconcile work, family and legal demands during a time of increased stress.  These findings are in line with the studies conducted by Lye (1994) which suggest that the level of labour force participation has a significant impact on the nature of intergenerational exchange. However, mothers in the younger generation felt that the need for childcare support was largely related to the father’s lack of involvement in caring for their children. Mothers believed that the older generation provided more reliable back up than their ex-spouse. Their understanding of intergenerational childcare support during this time was largely linked with their experience of inadequate or absent fathering. Grandparents felt that while assisting the younger generation with the day-to-day activities of parenting, they were also providing a stable environment for the grandchildren. They felt that the care they provided during this time compensated for what they perceived to be the adverse effects of divorce for their grandchildren. Overall, there was a large degree of congruence between both generations’ perceptions of childcare support. 

Emotional Support 

Disparity between the two generations’ accounts arose when the respondents talked about the emotional support they received and provided during the younger generation’s divorce. The younger generation believed that they experienced very little emotional support from the older generation, particularly in the early stages of the separation. The younger generation, who felt they did not receive emotional support from their parents at the time of their divorce, can be divided into two groups: 1) those who did not seek or want emotional support from their parents and 2) those who did seek but did not get the support. 

In many cases, the younger generation did not seek or want emotional support from their parents at the time of their divorce.  Many of the respondents believed that the matter was personal and did not want to discuss it with their parents:

I mean my family helped me out but I never discussed it with them, I am not really like that I am quite personal, I don’t like other people knowing my business , there would have been times that I was upset and they would know it,

The fathers in particular believed that only they themselves could help themselves out of the situation. As one father described:

if myself and [ex wife] are going through are having a row over something, like the kids or whatever, I don’t go to my mother and tell her all about it, I say things are a bit funny at the moment, and that would be it, I don’t rely on anyone else, or approach anyone else. 		
		Younger Generation, Respondent 2, Father, Separated

Some of the younger generation preferred to turn to friends or siblings for emotional support. One mother from the younger generation described how her parents were ‘non communicative’ so she preferred to talk to her siblings:  

I mean my parents are not communicative, they aren’t the sort of people I would be able to turn to, sort of emotional family support, so that would come from my brother sand sister
		Younger Generation, Respondent 35, Mother, Separated

However there were some respondents in the younger generation who sought emotional support from their parents but did not get it. This study found that in many cases, a divorce added tension to the parent-child relationship. Many of the mothers in the younger generation sample had experienced disapproval and criticism from the older generation and consequently felt that the older generation were unable to offer emotional support as they couldn’t accept their child’s separation: 

I come from a very middle class family where no one in my family ever separated before so it was actually quite difficult for my parents who are still alive to actually accept it, they wanted to know who was to blame and they wanted to know what really happened. 		
		Younger Generation, Respondent 11, Mother, Separated

It is important to note that the women in the younger generation sample who experienced such a reaction from the older generation had generally instigated the separation. Similar to the findings of Kaufman and Uhlenberg (1998), there was evidence that the older generation was disappointed with children who were unsuccessful in marriage, and they were concerned about the economic problems associated with divorce. The younger generation felt that their parents were too concerned about how they (the younger generation) would manage financially and they felt the older generation did not provide emotional support:
	
You see they were so worried about what was going happen back then. They’d always maybe be disapproving do you know. Nobody likes the world upset it’s just so much easier and I’d say mommy was always really worried about me but it came out in disapproval.	
		Younger Generation, Respondent 13, Female, Separated

Grandparents on the other hand believed that they provided emotional support to the younger generation during and after the separation. The older generation’s concern for the well being of the younger generation was a central theme in their narratives. The provision of emotional support by the older generation was extensive during the immediate period before and after the separation. In many cases the older generation thought that they had assumed the role of protector on whom the younger generation were largely dependent on: 

She would depend on me an awful lot more now.  She would text me and ring me every minute…				
			Older Generation, Respondent 9, Female, Maternal 

Another grandmother described how she provided emotional support for her separated daughter while the grandfather provided childcare support:

…[my daughter] would either come up for the weekend with the girls…and [my husband] would play with the girls…[he] is a brilliant grand-dad…[meanwhile] I would talk to [daughter’s name]…She needed that time…(…) basically it split itself naturally.  The girls played with grand-dad and [my daughter] was able to download information and trauma and stress to me…		Older Generation, Respondent 24, Female, Maternal

The grandparents were also keen to protect the grandchildren against any emotional distress they encountered as a result of their younger generation’s separation. As such, the grandparents’ offer of emotional support and assistance was closely linked with their concern for the welfare of the grandchildren. However, independently of the benefits that they hoped would accrue to their grandchildren, grandparents believed that the emotional support offered during this stage brought them closer to and led to an improved relationship with their adult children. 

Unlike the other forms of support, there were very clear differences between the younger and older generation’s experience of intergenerational emotional support. An analysis of the findings showed us that there were two distinct groups within the younger generation who believed they received very little emotional support from the older generation. The two groups included firstly those who did not seek or want emotional support from their parents and secondly those who did seek emotional support from the older generation but did not get the support. In relation to the first group, the findings suggest that the younger generation believed that the matter was too personal to involve their parents. Some parents felt that their parents were ‘non-communicative’ and did not feel comfortable talking about their personal issues with them. They preferred to get emotional support from their siblings or friends. In relation to the second group who sought emotional support from their parents but did not get the support, the majority of the adult children in these cases were faced with criticism and believed that the older generation disapproved of divorce and were reluctant to provide emotional support.

As with other types of support, it is clear that there are considerable variations, especially by gender, in the extent to which emotional support is sought and given within families. Similar to the research findings from Leahy Johnson’s (1988) study, we found that the younger generation sought help from other sources for emotional support and consolation. The younger generation seem to be more selective in seeking help from the older generation when compared to receiving other forms of practical and economic support. These findings would resonate with the study conducted by Brannan and Collard (1982) on the process of seeking help when marriages are failing. Grandparents on the other hand felt that they had offered valuable emotional support to the younger generation. The older generation’s focus was on both the younger generation and the grandchildren. Grandparents believed that the emotional support offered during this stage brought them closer to their adult child and they experienced an improved relationship with the child as a result


Conclusion

This article compares adult children’s and their parents’ perceptions of different forms of intergenerational support following the adult child’s divorce. The results show that there is a disparity in perceptions of emotional support and a similarity in perceptions of practical support provided by the older generation when the adult child divorces. These findings support Gerstel’s (1989) argument that kin continue to be a major source of practical support following divorce. The concept of solidarity helps us to understand the similarity in perceptions of practical intergenerational support (Luescher and Pillemer, 1998). Our findings show that both generations understand the parent-child relationship as a source of support in relation to the provision and receipt of practical support. 

The major finding of our analysis is that of a striking divergence in perceptions of emotional support between the two generations. The older generations’ believe they play a key role in their children’s coping by providing emotional support to the younger generation. However the younger generation did not experience emotional support from their parents during or after their separation. The older generation’s perception that they provide both practical and emotional support when their adult child divorces suggest that their relationship with their adult children is orientated by a value system that operates exclusively on the basis of affection and solidarity. However the younger generation’s perception of the practical and emotional support received by their parents suggests that both conflict and harmony can co-exist within parent-adult child relations when the adult child divorces. As such, the concept of ambivalence as discussed by Pillemar et al is highly relevant. Our analysis reveals the complex nature of intergenerational relationships post martial breakdown and the coexistence of convergent and divergent perceptions of intergenerational support when the adult child divorces. However the younger generation’s perception of the practical and emotional support received by their parents revolves around feelings of ambivalence. Using the concept of ambivalence and drawing on the accounts of the young generation’s perception of emotional support provided by the older generation, the article characterises the coexistence of convergent and divergent perceptions of intergenerational support when the adult child divorces.  

The current research has begun to tell us something rather interesting about each generation’s perception of intergenerational support at a time of divorce. Further research is necessary to improve our understanding of how the various theoretical perspectives of intergenerational support are used to organise and characterise differences in perceptions of intergenerational support when an adult child divorces.  

Notes
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