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Abstract

Background

Literature started to describe proximity to kin over the life course, concentrating on general
patterns. Little is known about kin proximity during childhood and how this varies with family
structure.

Objective

We provide estimates on kinship structures and proximity to kin for children living with both
parents, with only one parent (distinguishing whether the other parent is deceased, never
registered, and in case of being alive, where the other parent lives (in the country vs. abroad))
or with no parent. Following two birth cohorts over childhood, we evaluate changes over the
children’s life course and across time.

Methods

Data come from Belgian register-based data (DEMOBEL). We rely on information over
household configuration, intergenerational links and place of residence of children born in 1992
and 2003, at age 8 and 16. We estimate the percentage of children having at least one relative
(great-grandparents, grandparents, aunts/uncles, (half-)siblings) that are alive, living in the
same household or living close and the average number of kin, by type of family structure and
children’s age.

Results

Children living with both parents lived more often close to at least one grandparent and
aunt/uncle than children living with only one parent. This gap is greater at age 16 than at age
8, but it is smaller for children born in 2003 compared to 1992.

Contribution

The life course of children has diversified in recent decades. Documenting how kinship
structures differ for children living in different family structures enables to better understand

inequalities in the possibilities of informal support.




1. Introduction

Nuclear families are considered the building blocks of modern societies, but extended family
networks continue to play a crucial role in an individual’s life. Kinship networks may provide
information, emotional support or even assistance, serving as part of the “protective cocoon”
around the nuclear family unit (Furstenberg 2020). Geographical distance to kin shapes contact,
emotional and instrumental support and informal care relations (Kolk 2017; Mulder and Van
den Meer 2009). Both migration propensities and family relationships influence the distance to
family members throughout the life course (Wrzus et al. 2013; Kolk 2017). This study responds
to the recent call (Furstenberg 2020; Furstenberg et al. 2020) for more research that compares
kinship networks across family forms. Kinship relations seem to increase in importance in non-
standard families, corresponding to their function as “weak ties” that are activated in situations
of need and may form an important resource (Albertini et al. 2018; Furstenberg et al. 2020;
Cooney 2021). However, kinship as a social resource is not distributed evenly (Furstenberg and
Kaplan 2007).

From the perspective of minor children, recent societal trends have brought major changes to
their kinship structures. First, lower fertility rates and increasing life expectancy have led to
more but smaller generations being alive, which may imply more interactions with vertical kin
and that these relations increase in significance and emotional intensity (Bengtson 2001;
Furstenberg 2020). Fertility postponement on the other hand has led to higher ages at
grandparenthood, eventually reducing their availability for children. Second, family life has
diversified in the past decades. Children increasingly live with only one parent, because the
parents separated or never lived together or eventually because one parent passed away.
Increasing separation and divorce rates have also produced more families in which children do
not live together with all siblings.

On the one hand, kinship relations with the non-resident parent side (if existing) may get
truncated, especially in case of greater geographical distance (Amato et al. 2009; Cheadle et al.
2010; Zartler 2021). On the other hand, children’s time spent with both parents after separation
has increased, thereby allowing also more continuity in interactions with maternal and paternal
kin (Sodermans et al. 2013; Vanassche 2013). Literature has demonstrated the importance of
grandparents in providing support to children, directly or through the parents (Hagestad 2006),
especially after parental separation (Cooney 2021). Whereas children living with only one
parent may especially profit from the presence of other family members (Jappens and Van

Bavel 2019), they also encounter more changes in residence, implying possible changes in

proximity to kin (Schnor and Mikolai 2020; Thomas and Dommermuth 2020). Parental
separation may strengthen some family ties while weakening others (e.g. towards non-resident
siblings, parents of non-resident parents).

We know little about the presence of and proximity to great-grandparents in children’s life.
Likewise, there is little knowledge on extended kin such as aunts and uncles, who have been
often grouped in an ‘other relatives’ category including also cousins, in-laws etc (Furstenberg
2020). Existing studies point to the strong bonds between siblings during the entire life course,
especially if they live nearby, which may create ties also to nieces and nephews (Langer and
Ribarich 2007; White 2001; Furstenberg 2020).

Literature only recently started to describe kinship networks and proximity to kin over the life
course, using mostly high-quality register data from the Nordic countries and concentrating on
general patterns (Ghosh et al 2019; Kolk 2017; Kolk et al. 2021). Little attention has been
devoted to kin proximity during childhood and how these might vary with family structure. In
view of increasing family instability and the fact that proximity is an important pre-condition
for support, there is a need to know more about the non-resident kin structures of children and
how these are organized across space.

Using high-quality population data from Belgium, this study investigates how kinship
structures and proximity to kin differ between children living with both parents, with only one
parent (distinguishing separated parents from families in which the parent died or was not
registered) or without parents, and how these differences change over the children’s life course
and by birth cohort. Our focus is on “biological” kin: although we acknowledge the importance
that step and in-law kin may have for families, in order to reduce complexity, we concentrated
on “biological” family ties. According to evolutionary biology, biological kinship evokes a
sense of shared belonging and social solidarity, and step-relations as well as in-law relations
are not invariably considered to be relatives (Furstenberg 2020; Furstenberg et al. 2020; Neyer
and Lang 2003).We put “biological” in quotation marks as we refer to the reality of the
administrative data: the registered parent can also be the co-parent in a same-sex couple or an
adoptive parent; the child may be conceived through donor sperm/egg or in an affair that was
not disclosed to the registered parent. Nevertheless, the other relations (with parents, siblings)
refer mostly to biological ties, for this reason we still use this term. We account for the following

kin: great-grandparents, grandparents, aunts and uncles, full siblings and half-siblings.




2. Data and methods

2.1 Data

This study relies on data from National registers covering the entire resident population of
Belgium for the period 1992-2020 (DEMOBEL) provided by Direction générale Statistique -
Statistics Belgium). Our sample includes children born 1992 and 2003 in Belgium; to evaluate
changes over children’s life course, we consider their kinship structures at two ages (8 and 16),
referring to the situation as of January 1 in the respective calendar year (cohort 1992: 2001,

2009; cohort 2003: 2012, 2020).

2.2 Measures and methods

Family structures. Each child has up to two registered parents in the data; we distinguish the
child’s family structure based on the presence of these parents in the household. If only one
parent was registered (about 2% of cases, similar proportions were found in other countries e.g.
Finland (Schnor and Jalovaara 2020: 407), we have information only on this parent (mostly the
mother)! and its kin, with implications for the statistics of kinship. In all other cases, we have
information on both maternal and paternal kin residing in Belgium. If parents are separated but
both living in Belgium, we can estimate the proximity of the (non-)resident parent to their side
of the family. If a parent moved abroad?, this is not possible, that is why we assigned these
families a separate category. We distinguish the following family structures: (1) living with
both parents; (2) living with one parent, parents separated; (3) living with one parent, other
parent died; (4) living with one parent, other parent moved abroad; (5) living with one parent,
other parent not registered; (6) Not living with parents.?

Kinship. (Great-) grandparents are the registered (grand-) parents of the child’s parents. A child
can have up to 4 grandparents and up to 8 great-grandparents. Aunts and uncles are the
registered (half-) siblings of each parent. The maximum number of aunts and uncles in the data
is 28 (interquartile range [2;6]). Full siblings are defined as other registered children from the
same couple of parents. Half-siblings are children to only one of the child’s parents. In the data,
the maximum number of full siblings is 17 (interquartile range [1; 2]), the maximum number

of half-siblings is 29 (interquartile range [0; 0]).

179% the cohort 1992, 92% for the cohort 2003.

2 In 98% of the cases the father.

3 For this group, we provided statistics on the presence and proximity of the parents in the notes below each
Table.

Kinship proximity. We measure proximity to kin by their presence in the municipality and
household, where the child (and, in case of separated parents, the non-resident parent) is living.
Belgium is comprised of 589 municipalities with a median area of 40 km? and median
population density of 308 inhabitants per km? (Statistics Belgium 2021). Municipalities build a
relevant spatial structure in people’s everyday lives as they provide local infrastructure (such
as schools and leisure organizations), a sense of identity, and location-specific capital (Mulder
and Wagner 2012; Mulder 2007). Belgians generally move over rather short distances as they
consider important to stay close to relatives (Thomas et al 2017).

Methodological approach. We show the percentage of children having at least one kin of a
specific type (great-grandparent, grandparent, aunt/uncle, full sibling, half sibling) being alive
and a) living in Belgium, b) living in the same household or c) living close (in the same
municipality in a different household). Secondly, we inform about the mean number of specific
kin if there is at least one kin that falls in that category (e.g. mean number of grandparents living

close for children who have at least one grandparent living close).

3. Results

Overall, our statistics demonstrate that although the number of kin alive was largely similar,
children living with both parents lived more often close to at least one grandparent and
aunt/uncle than children living with only one parent (parents separated, half-orphans). Children
living in more marginalised family structures (having one registered parent, one parent living

abroad, living with no parent) had the smallest number of adult kin in proximity.

3.1 Comparison of family proximity across family structures and ages, birth

cohort 1992

Table 1 shows the estimates for children born in 1992 and aged 8 on 01/01/2001. The majority
of these children had great-grandparents (60%), grandparents (95%), aunts or uncles (93%) and
full siblings (80%), whereas only 15% had half-siblings. Adult kin other than parents did
generally not live in the child’s household, but about half of the children had at least one aunt
or uncle (54%) and one grandparent (55%) living close, and only 9% lived close to their great-
grandparents. Most half-siblings lived either in close proximity or in the household of the child.
Table 2 shows the estimates for the same birth cohort at age 16 (on 01/01/2009). At age 16,

these children had less often at least a great-grandparent alive and a higher average number of




half-siblings compared to age 8; the number of full siblings remained rather unchanged. Less

children lived close to adult kin.

Comparing the statistics for children born in 1992 aged 8 across family structures (Table 1), we
see that children with two parents living in Belgium (either in the same or separate households)
as well as half-orphans had a similar proportion of great-grandparents, grandparents, and
aunts/uncles alive, whereas the proportion is lower for children with a parent that was not
registered or moved abroad and for children living without their parents.

This also translates into a lower mean number of adult kin living in close proximity to the child
in the latter types of family structures. Children living with both parents lived more often close
to at least one grandparent and aunt/uncle than children living with only one parent. In separated
families, non-resident parents lived more often with their own parents than resident parents, but
less often in close proximity to them. Almost half of the children not living with their parents
either lived with (25%) or close to (21%) their grandparents and about 40% lived with or close
their aunts/uncles. Whereas about 8% of children living with both parents had half-siblings, this
amounts to 30-39% in one parent families in which the other parent lives elsewhere or died and
is even higher among children for which the second parent is not registered (71%) or who did
not live with their parents (56%). Across family structures, a considerable proportion of these
half-siblings did not live in the child’s household, this is even the case if one parent passed
away. At age 16 (Table 2), fewer children lived with both parents and close to adult kin. The
gap in proximity to adult kin increased between children having parents living together and
those having separated parents. There is less proximity to adult kin for half-orphans at age 16
than age 8. Children not living with their parents show most continuity in proximity to adult

kin; the growing number of (half-) siblings did not result in higher proportions of co-residence.

3.2 Comparison of proximity to kin across birth cohorts 1992 and 2003

Table 3 shows the estimates for children born in 2003 and aged 8 on 01/01/2012. Compared to
the 1992 birth cohort, children born in 2003 a little higher proportion had at least one great-
grandparent alive, but fewer had at least one grandparent or aunt/uncle alive and living in

Belgium*. The number of kin of these types living in the same municipality increased for (great-

4 Additional analyses reveal that this is due to a higher proportion of children with non-Belgian family members
in the birth cohort 2003.

) grandparents, but decreased for aunts and uncles. Co-residence with grandparents and
aunts/uncles did not change across cohorts. Children born in 2003 had a similar number of full
siblings, but more half-siblings; patterns of co-residence and proximity remained similar across
cohorts.

Table 4 shows the estimates for children born in 2003 and aged 16 on 01/01/2020. Patterns of
co-residence remained rather similar across cohorts. The gap in proximity to grandparents and
aunts/uncles between children living with both parents versus with one parent was lower than

in the older cohort.

3.3 Patterns in Kkinship proximity across family structures and cohorts

Table 5 shows the proportion of children aged 16 with different combinations of adult kin living
close across family structures and birth cohorts. For both cohorts, children living with both
parents lived more often in proximity to both grandparents and aunts/uncles (2003 cohort: 30%,
vs. 25% when parents are separated, vs. 20% when the child lives with no parent). Likewise,
having no kin living close was more prevalent among children not living with both parents.
These differences were smaller in cohort 2003 compared to cohort 1992. Similar proportions
of children of different family structures lived close only to grandparents or only to aunts/uncles

and very few lived close to great-grandparents, grandparents, and aunts/uncles.
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around the nuclear family unit; although the need for support may be higher in non-standard
parents are included in our statistics. Future research may include this gender perspective.
Similarly, to reduce complexity we focused on biological/adoptive kin and did not account for
families can have more kin (step- or in-law) than this study shows, which could be seen as
substitutes for biological kin in terms of support. Relying on register data, we have no
children not living with their parents are rarely studied in demographic research, the present
In sum, this study reflects recent trends in the diversifying family structures of children and
documents how kinship structures differ for children of different family structures. These
differences underline inequalities in the possibilities of informal support from family members

Our findings point to important social inequalities in the availabilities of informal support by
adult family members for children. Kinship networks are considered the “protective cocoon”
family structures, kin proximity seems to be more the privilege of children in standard families.
Whereas we decided to not distinguish family members by sex, we underline that homosexual
stepfamily members, although our data would have allowed us to do so. Children in non-intact
information on friends that may have kin-like importance for children, nor on actual support
relations. Another limitation of our data is that our information on kin is limited to the resident
Belgian population. In our data, municipality is the smallest spatial unit. Our approach ignores
proximity of neighbouring municipalities. We encourage future studies using other measures
We assessed different cohorts and age stages, acknowledging that kin networks may vary over
the life course and across temporal contexts. We emphasize that the life course perspective in
the study of children’s kinship structures needs to be more addressed in future studies. The
selection into kinship structures and (im)mobility decisions requires a longitudinal approach.
We need to know more about the support structures in families in which the second parent is
absent, ideally distinguishing the reasons (moved away, deceased, not registered). Young
statistics demonstrate that many live with or close to their kin; more research should be

of proximity, e.g., measured in kilometres.

dedicated to them.
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