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Why family networks?
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• Integration in a kin network: 
Basic to human life & society

• Bilineal multigroup kin networks: 
Uniquely human and universal in humans

• Research on family relationships: 
Little on extended/collateral kin
Little on kinship lines
Little on non-Western contexts

• Reasons: Rise of the household survey, time constraints 
in multipurpose surveys, ignorance

Why family networks?



• Family models
The isolated nuclear family (Parsons, Durkheim)
The modern beanpole family (Bengtson et al.)

• SDT transformations: Cohesion, erosion, complexity
• < 0.1% of family research on collateral kin (Milardo 

2010)
• Recent kinship review (Furstenberg 2020): 

“At this point, we can say very little about the workings of 
kinship networks because we do not really possess data 
on the scope of interactions…”

Kin neglect



• For status attainment?
• As part of the safety net?
• Cultural/ethnic and SES variance in 

importance
• Extended kin ties are (increasingly) volatile 

and undermined by marital instability

Extended kin as a resource
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N = 10,000 anchors aged 25-35. N = ? multi-actors (parents + full siblings)
Quota samples (from Dynata) in 8 European countries

YouYouKINMATRIX original survey plan
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N = 12,500 anchors aged 25-35 (after cleaning). > 200,000 anchor-kin dyads.
N = 1,887 multi-actors (parents + full siblings) sourced from 1,396 anchors.

YouYouKINMATRIX survey
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Attribute data



Snowballing to relatives



Data quality





Response problems:
Numbers

The “double-don’t-
know (DDK)
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Status



Causes of response problems
• Task difficulty (kin types, kin terminology)
• Recollection challenges (esp. extended family)
• Sensitive topics (family relations, death)
• Confidentiality concerns (real names)
• True absence of knowledge (especially in 

disrupted families)
• Lack of motivation

• Many cases of strong satisficing (DK & DDK)



Consequences of response problems
• Underestimation of true kin numbers
• Incomplete representation of biological and 

complex family networks
• Potential bias towards positive relations / 

salient network members
• Disambiguation of kin in later questions hardly 

possible without names (unknown/invalid 
names dropped)



Cases lost from raw to SUF



Number of kin before and after cuts

Spike at 6 – the 
minimum enforced 
by the questionnaire



Some benchmarks
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We restrict external sample to parents that at least have one child born between 1987 and 1997 (i.e., our cohorts) 
and identify our target groups number of siblings based on parental information
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Family relationships
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How close do you feel emotionally to each of these persons today? 1) Not at all close, 2)Not too close, 
3) Somewhat close, 4) Pretty close, and 5) Very close

Family relationships
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Retrospective view

Present-day view

Prospective view

1. The family as a locus of 
attachment, nurturance, 
socialization, and transmission

2. The family as a source of social 
integration

3. The family as a latent matrix / 
safety net

Outcomes studied



Outcome 1: Importance



Outcomes 2: Closeness and contact



Outcome 3: Safety net



How important are nuclear, extended, and complex kin? 
• for (1), (2), (3)?
How does their importance vary 
• between maternal and paternal lines?
• between “intact” and separated families?
• across countries?

Questions
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• Matrilineal tilt in kin importance 
close to universal across kin types 
& countries.

• Stronger in relations to female kin.
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Hierarchy
• consistent across countries
• consistent with Parsons‘ onion, models of

genealogical distance & related research
(e.g., Rossi & Rossi 1990)

Primacy
• of nuclear kin
• of grandparents among extended kin
• of the maternal line

Aunts, uncles, cousins are secondary but important



Incomplete view: Relative 
ratings, conditional on 
presence, ignoring numbers

Hierarchy
• consistent across countries
• consistent with Parsons‘ onion, models of

genealogical distance & related research
(e.g., Rossi & Rossi 1990)

Primacy
• of nuclear kin
• of grandparents among extended kin
• of the maternal line

Aunts, uncles, cousins are secondary but important
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An absolute view of important family members



• In absolute terms (intensity * numbers) 
extended kin are as important as nuclear kin.

• Limitation: Crude intensity measure.

An absolute view of important family members



An absolute view of closeness to family members

• Countries are similar in the number of
close nuclear kin.

• Intensity trumps exposure: Nuclear kin
outweigh extended kin (except IT).

• IT clear frontrunners
This surplus comes from collateral
extended kin.



An absolute view of contact to family members

• Countries are similar in the number of
regularly contacted nuclear kin.

• Intensity trumps exposure: Nuclear kin
outweigh extended kin

• IT clear frontrunners
This surplus comes from collateral
extended kin.



An absolute view on the family safety net

Similar safety net size across countries:
• 2.7 to 3 biological family members are

counted on for support.
Similar composition across countries:
• Nuclear kin outweigh extended kin by

approximately 3 to 1.
Extended kin still form a relevant part.
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Separation effects on kin importance

• Approximately 0.5 to 1 important
biological kin less (ca. 10-20% less) in 
separated families (except SE).

• Deficit is distributed about equally
between nuclear and extended
biological kin.



Separation effects on kin importance

• Approximately 0.5 to 1 important
biological kin less (ca. 10-20% less) in 
separated families (except SE).

• Deficit is distributed about equally
between nuclear and extended
biological kin.

• Partial compensation by complex kin.



Separation effects on contact and closeness



Separation effects on contact and closeness• Widespread erosion of closeness
and especially contact

• For both nuclear and extended kin
• Stronger erosion for male kin and 

on paternal side



<

Separation effects on contact and closeness
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Separation effects on contact and closeness
• 1-2 close / regularly contacted biological kin less (ca. 25-40% less) in separated families.
• Deficits are distributed about equally between nuclear and extended biological kin.



Separation effects on contact and closeness
• 1-2 close / regularly contacted biological kin less (ca. 25-40% less) in separated families.
• Deficits are distributed about equally between nuclear and extended biological kin.
• Partial compensation by complex kin (substantial in USA).



Separation effects on the family safety net



Separation effects on the family safety net

• Reduction in family safety net size is
often around 1 (ca. one-third less) in 
separated families.

• Nuclear reduction > extended reduction.



Separation effects on the family safety net

• Reduction in family safety net size is
often around 1 (ca. one-third less) in 
separated families.

• Nuclear reduction > extended reduction.
• Limited compensation by complex kin.



Conclusions
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Western families are matrilineally tilted
• Maternal kin are more important, more often 

contacted, emotionally closer, and overrepresented 
in people’s safety nets.

• Consistently across countries.
• Explanations: Kinkeeping roles, tie strength 

(esp. mother-daughter, sister-sister), rise of divorce 
and separation.

• Western kinship is distinctly, perhaps increasingly, 
female-oriented.
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Divorce effects are far-reaching
• The consequences of parental separation extend to 

seemingly remote areas often overlooked.
• For children, disruptive at many levels: Relationships 

with parents; nuclear family cohesion; well-being, 
education; integration with & access to resources of 
extended kin.

• Erosion is most evident on the paternal side.
• Partial compensation through complex kin.
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The extended importance of extended kin

• Extended kin matter far more than what 
previous data & research could capture.

• Their strength is in their numbers.
• Relevance in retrospect and present-day, less as 

a safety net.



Work with us and our data
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