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FAMILY STRUCTURE MEASUREMENT: RECONCILING ADOLESCENT AND MOTHER
REPORTS OF COHABITING STEPFAMILIES

Abstract
We used data from the first wave of the Nationa Longitudind Study of Adolescent Hedlth to examine
family boundary ambiguity in adolescent and mother reports of resding in cohabiting stepfamilies.
Among the 532 mothers who reported living with a cohabiting partner, only one-third of their teenage
children aso reported residing in a cohabiting stepfamily. Moreover, the relaionship between family
structure and adolescent well-being differed depending on whether we used adolescent or mother
reports of family structure. This dramatic discrepancy in reporting presents an important measurement

problem for family scholars.
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FAMILY STRUCTURE MEASUREMENT: RECONCILING ADOLESCENT AND MOTHER
REPORTS OF COHABITING STEPFAMILIES

Cohabitation is now a common experience anong American adults and children. A mgority of persons
in their twenties and thirties have cohabited, and the moda path of entry into marriage is cohabitation
(Bumpass & Lu, 2000; Bumpass & Sweet, 1989; Bumpass, Sweet, & Cherlin, 1991). Cohabitation is
afamily status that includes children; dmost haf of cohabiting unions have children present. Bumpass
and Lu (2000) estimate that 40 percent of children will spend some time in a cohabiting family before
age 16. These figures demondrate the importance of obtaining reliable and valid measures of
cohabitation in our research on family structure and living arrangements.

Few scholars have critiqued the measures of cohabitation used in socid science research (for
an exception, see Manning & Smock, 2003). This omisson may owe in part to the fact that measures
of cohabitation on nationa surveys are rdadively new, appearing for the firg timein anaiond samplein
the 1982 Nationa Survey of Family Growth (NSFG). In this paper, we argue that cohabitation poses
sgnificant measurement chalenges and contributes to the ambiguity of family boundaries. Using data
from the first wave of the Nationd Longitudina Study of Adolescent Hedlth (Add Hedth), we compare
adolescent and mother reports of current cohabitation and document the extent to which discrepancies
exis. We dso identify predictors of discrepant reporting. We then investigate whether and how these
discrepancies are related to adolescent well-being. We conclude by outlining approaches to enhance
our measurement of children’s family structure.

Retionale

The complexity of children’sliving arrangementsisincreasngly gpparent. Asadeclining share of



children resides with two biologica married parents, a growing share livesin an array of other
arrangements, including married stepfamilies, cohabiting stepfamilies, sngle-parent families, and without
biologica parents (Bumpass & Lu, 2000; Sdltzer, 2000; Sun, 2003). Cohabitation is an important part
of many children’ s family experiences; two-fifths of children are expected to spend sometime living
with cohabiting parents (Bumpass & Lu, 2000). Consequently, ignoring cohabitation misrepresents
children’sliving arrangements. About 20 percent of Sngle-mother families include a cohabiting partner
and nearly one-third of sngle-father families so contain a cohabiting partner (London, 1998; Manning
& Smock, 1997). Mot sepfamilies are formed through marriage, but some are maintained informally
through cohabitation. Among adolescents living in stepparent families, one-third are living with
cohabiting parents and two-thirds are living with married parents (Manning & Lamb, 2003). Thus, the
evidence indicates that research on children’s living arrangements must include cohabitation as afamily
type.

Cohabitation may be a particularly important family structure to study because of the high rates
of indability. Children experience congderable ingtahility in their family lives, and cohabiting families are
arguably more ungtable than any other (Graefe & Lichter, 1999; Manning, Mgumdar, & Smock,
2004). A recent sudy by Raey and Wildsmith (2004) indicates that once we account for spells of
parenta cohabitation, levels of family ingability increase by 30 percent among White children and more
than double among Black children. Moreover, children living in a cohabiting family experience more
family ingability than those residing with a non-cohabiting sngle mother (Raey & Wildamith).

Recent data collection efforts have accounted for this growth in cohabitation as measures of

family structure now typicaly include cohabitation as afamily form. Nonetheless, our ahility to reliably



6

and vdidly measure cohabitation as aliving arrangement for children islesscdear. Our god in this paper
is to reconcile adolescent and parent reports of cohabitation to assess the effectiveness of current
measures of family structure.

Measuring Cohabitation
Early estimates of cohabitation were derived through indirect measurement strategies. The Census
Bureau measured cohabitation by determining the number of POSSLQ households, that is, partners of
opposite sex sharing living quarters. POSSL Qs are defined as those househol ds containing only two
persons of the opposite sex who are unrelated and at least age 15. This definition excludes cohabitors
with resident children and those living in complex households. It dso migtakenly identifies persons living
as roommates for cohabiting partners. Casper and Cohen (2000) introduced an adjusted POSSLQ
measure that captures many of those cohabitors with children and yields more generous estimates of the
cohabiting population from the 1970s to the 1990s than the origina measure. A comparison of the
adjusted POSSL.Q measure with direct measures of cohabitation available in data sets such asthe
1987-88 National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH) and 1995 NSFG reved s that these
direct measures produce even larger estimates of the cohabiting population. Direct questions about
cohabitation (referred to as unmarried partnersin household rosters) were firgt included in the 1990
decennia Census and the 1995 Current Population Survey (CPS). Direct measures of cohabitation
from the 1995-1997 CPS surveys actudly yidd lower estimates than the adjusted or unadjusted
POSSLQ or other surveys (e.g., NSFH and NSFG). This pattern of findings led Casper and Cohen
(2000) to caution researchers to be sengtive to the ways in which cohabitation is conceptualized and

measured, particularly when making compariSons across surveys.



Today, most national data collections include direct measures of cohabitation. Some surveys
include questions about current and prior times the respondent has lived together with someone of the
opposite sex. Another strategy isto ask respondents to report on their relationships to other household
members by completing a household roster. The most common method to identify cohabitorsisto
include relationship types on these rogters such as “partner” or “unmarried partner.”

New research has focused on measurement issues and cohabitation, suggesting that current
measurement strategies may be lessthanided. Based on in-depth interviews with 115 cohabitors,
Manning and Smock (2003) conclude that many cohabitors do not understand the term “unmarried
partner” and would not use the term to describe their cohabiting relaionship. Thismay lead to
underestimation of cohabitation. In her andysis of datafrom new parents, Knab (2004) uncovers
consderable complexity in the measurement of cohabitation. Her study reveals that reports of
cohabitation may vary according to the number of nights the couple spends together. Moreover,
mothers and fathers with newborns do not aways consstently report whether they were cohabiting
when the child was born and their reports of cohabitation sometimes change during follow-up
interviews (Teitler, Reichman, & Koball, 2004).

Theoretical Framework
The measurement challenges posed by emerging family forms are not new. There is extengve research
on the ambiguities surrounding married stepfamilies, which Cherlin (1978) characterized as “incomplete
inditutions’ because the norms and expectations involved in this family type are not clearly defined.
Stepfamilies require individua membersto creete kinship ties and establish among themsdvesthe

contours of their respongbilities and obligations to one ancther. Doing the work of kinship is difficult



for many stepfamilies and contributes to their ingtability (Cherlin & Furstenberg, 1994).

The ambiguity surrounding stepfamily members rolesis evidenced in Furstenberg's (1987)
study showing that many individuas do not report stepfamily members when asked to ligt the peoplein
their family. For example, 15% of parents did not report stepchildren who resided in the household
(versus only 1% of parents who neglected to mention biologica children).  And, whereas about 7% of
children failed to mention a biologica mother or father, 31% of children did not include aresidentia
sepparent in their family list. Children were dso more likely to omit resdentid stepsiblings than
biologica sblings (41% compared to 19%). Similarly, White (1998) found that children’s reports of
shlings are unrdiable, particularly when step- and haf-sblings areinvolved. Using data from the two
waves of the NSFH, she caculated that about 16% of respondents overreported and another 15%
underreported their shlings. These discrepancies are largely attributable to the classification difficulties
posed by complex family forms, including stepfamilies that involve the presence of step- and half-
shlings

Theincomplete indtitutionalization of new family formsis linked to the measurement chalenges
involved with complex family structures (White, 1998). Without shared understandings of the norms
and rolesinvolved in these “nontraditiond” families, family boundary ambiguity leads to inconsstencies
in reports of who isin and who is out of the family (Ganong & Coleman, 1994; Stewart, forthcoming).
Therefore, it isnot surprisng that there are discrepancies in reports of membership in complex family
dructures. Stated differently, individuas define their families and consequently the reliability of our
measures may be compromised. The more complex the family form, the greater the family boundary

ambiguity (Boss, 1980; Stewart, forthcoming). White (1998, p. 732) argued that “family structure has



alarger subjective component than we have accorded it...incongruity is not error.” Family structure
reports, particularly for complex families, are likely to depend in part on who is doing the reporting.
Discrepancies may occur between siblings, partners, or the parent and child. In their study of
adolescents following parenta divorce, Bunchanan, Maccoby, and Dornbusch (1996) encountered
discrepancies in terms of the presence of new partners, the remarriage status (i.e., cohabiting versus
married) of a parent, and the duration of the new relationship.

Cohabiting stepfamilies are arguably even less indtitutiondized than married stepfamilies, which
are formed through atie that islegdly binding. Although increasingly common, cohabiting stepfamilies
are predicated on informa ties between two adults and their partner’ s children. The growing propensity
to subgtitute cohabitation for remarriage suggests that remarriage is “ becoming less obligatory and
socidly regulated. It followsthat informa unions are generaly less stable and secure arrangements’
(Cherlin & Furgtenberg, 1994, p.362). Indeed, Stewart (forthcoming) found that family boundary
ambiguity, operationalized as a discrepancy in stepparents reports of their (and their partner’s)
children, was greater among cohabiting stepfamilies than married families (29 versus 11%).

The Present Study
Family life today is diverse and complex. The ingtability and incomplete indtitutiondization of cohabiting
familieslikely contributes to family boundary ambiguity, which in turn cdls into question the efficacy of
our family structure measurement dtrategies. A decade ago, family scholars were concerned with the
boundary ambiguity crested by married stepfamilies (Cherlin & Furstenberg, 1994). Now, we extend
thisline of inquiry by focusng on cohabiting stepfamilies.

The Nationd Longitudina Study of Adolescent Hedlth (Add Hedlth) data provide a unique
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opportunity to compare family structure reports of parents and adolescents. No other nationa data
include family structure reports from both children and parents. Still, most prior studies using the Add
Hedth rely on the child's perspective of family structure (e.g. Bearman & Briitickner, 2001; Demuth &
Brown, 2004; Harris, Duncan, & Boigoly, 2002; Meier, 2003; Videon, 2002). We begin by
documenting whether and how mothers and adolescents (dis)agree about being in a cohabiting
gepfamily. We examine dl pairsin which ether (or both) the adolescent or the mother reports the
current family structure as a cohabiting stepfamily. Then, we describe the extent to which mothers and
adolescents report differing family structure. In particular, the discrepancy centers around either the
nature of the mother’s reationship to the partner (i.e., married versus cohabiting stepfamily) or the
presence of the partner (i.e., sngle-mather family versus cohabiting stepfamily).

Next, we examine factors associated with discrepant family structure reports to determine
which adolescent-mother pairs are more (or less) likely to provide conflicting informeation about their
current living arrangements. Prior work on family boundary ambiguity suggests that severa
demographic characteristics (e.g., older age of child, nonwhite, and less education) as well as union
duration and prior marita experience may heighten the odds that the adolescent and mother do not
report the same family structure (Madden-Derdich, Leonard, & Christopher, 1999; Stewart,
forthcoming).

Findly, we investigate the importance of discrepant family structure reports for adolescent well-
being. Discrepancies between mother and adolescent reports may represent part of the reason why
prior work on the association between parental cohabitation and adolescent well-being has not yielded

conggtent findings (cf. Manning, 2002). We edimate a series of modds using (1) the mother’ s family
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structure report, (2) the adolescent’ s family structure report, and (3) a combined mother and
adolescent family structure report. This gpproach alows us to evauate how various family structure
measurement strategies are related to adolescent well-being to determine whether the source of
information (i.e., mother or adolescent) or discrepancy between sourcesis linked to adolescent
outcomes.

Method
Data
We usethe first wave of the Nationa Longitudina Study of Adolescent Hedlth (Add Hedlth) collected
in1995. The Add Hedlth includes both an in-home parent interview and an in-home adol escent
interview. The respondents were studentsin grades 7 through 12 from a sample of 80 high schools and
52 middle schools in the United States. The andytic sample for our paper is based on adolescents who
have a biologica or adoptive mother who responds to the parent interview (N=10,488).

The Add Hedlth are appropriate for our analyses for severd reasons. The primary advantage
of the Add Hedlth isthat the data include questions about family structure directed to both the
adolescent and the parent. Other national data sources rely on the parent’ s report of family structure
(e.g., CPS, NLSY, NSAF, NSFG, NSFH, PSID, and SIPP). For asummary of the question
wording and reporting source for cohabitation in various nationd surveys, including the Add Hedth, see
the Appendix. Other benefits of using the Add Hedth include the large sample that ensures a sufficient
number of parents who are cohabiting and questions that tap several dimensions of adolescent well-
being.

Family Structure
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Adolescents are asked to fill out a household rogter that includes mother’s or father’ s cohabiting
partners as afamily category. For these andyses respondents who report they are living with their
biologica or adoptive mother and their “mother’s partner” are coded as living in cohabiting stepparent
families. Thefamily categoriesinclude: two biologica parents, married stepparent, cohabiting
sepparent, and single mother family.

The parent interview includes severd questions that are used to establish family structure.
Moathers are coded as living in a cohabiting stepfamily if they report they are currently living in a
“marriage-like’ relationship and they are not living with the biologicd father of their child. The question
about the type of relationship was prefaced with a series of questions that started with “The next
guestions are about your marriages and marriage-like relaionships.” Respondents reported on the
number of relationships and then were asked “ Thinking about your present or most recent such
relationship. During whét years were you married or living with this person.” The parent then replies
whether or not they were married or living with someone in each year and whether the relationship was
a“marriage or marriage-like relationship.” Findly the parent is asked “Is this reaionship Hill going
on?" We categorize mothersinto the same four family categories as adolescents: two biologicd parent,
married stepparent, cohabiting stepparent, and single-mother family.

Adolescent Outcomes

We focus on two adolescent outcomes. delinquency and school problems. The former taps
externalizing behaviors and the latter is an indicator of academic adjusment. Both of these measures
are reported by the adolescent. Delinquency is abehavioral outcome that summarizes the adolescent’s

participation in the following activities during the past year: deliberatidy damage property; shoplift;
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joyride; stedl something worth more than $50; go into a house or building to stedl something; use or
thresten to use a wegpon to get something; stedl something worth less than $50; engage in a gang fight;
behave in aloud, unruly manner in public. Respondents' reports of engagement in these behaviors,
ranging from (0) never to (3) five or more timesin the past year, were summed to create a count
variable of the frequency with which the respondent engages in various delinquent behaviors. Vaues
range from O to 27, with higher vaues indicating more frequent participation in delinquent activities.

School problems measures the respondent’s difficulty in the school context. The four items
comprising the scale indicate the degree to which, since the start of the school year, the adolescent
respondent has had problems getting aong with teachers, paying attention in school, getting homework
done, and getting aong with other students. Responses for each item range from (0) never to (4) every
day. Responseswere summed to create the problems scale, which ranges from 0 to 16, with higher
vaues indicating more school problems. This measure has a Cronbach apha rdiability of 0.85.

Other Covariates

We include control variables in our modes that measure factors that are related to family boundary
ambiguity or adolescent well-being. We use three measures of the child's demographic characteristics:
age (coded in years), gender (maeis coded one, female zero), and race-ethnicity (White (reference),
African-American, Latino, and Other). Mothers report on the family’ s socioeconomic satus, including
maternal education, marital history, and parental income. Education is coded into four categories. less
than high school, high school (reference), some college, and college graduate. Marital history isa
dichotomous varigble indicating whether the mother has ever been married. We log the value of family

income. Missing cases are imputed to the mean and a dummy variable flags the imputation. We
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include two measures of the adolescent’ s gppraisal of the mother’s parenting. Mother-adol escent
relationship quality is comprised of the following four items. how close you fed to your mother, your
mother iswarm and loving toward you, you are satisfied with the way your mother and you
communicate with each other, you are satisfied with your relaionship with your mother. Vaues for
each item range from 1 to 5, with higher values indicating better relaionship quaity. The Cronbach’s
aphafor thescaeis0.85. Maternal supervision isa count variable that sums the frequency with
which the mother is home when the adolescent leaves for school, returns from school, and goes to bed.
Responses range from (1) dwaysto (5) never and are reverse-coded such that higher vaues indicate
more supervison. We aso include indicators of the length and qudity of the mother’ s cohabiting
relationship. Relationship duration measures the number of years the mother and her partner have
lived together. Relationship happiness gauges the mother’s report of her happiness with her current
relationship ranging from (1) completely unhappy to (10) completely happy.

Andytic Strateqy

Firgt, we document the extent of discrepancy in family structure reports. We tabulate the percentage of
mothers whose reports agree with their adolescent’ s report of family structure as well as the percentage
of adolescents whose reports agree with their mother’ s report of family structure, focusing on
discrepancies in the cohabiting stepfamily category (N=10,488). We then examine the types of
discrepancies between adolescents and mothersfor al pairs in which ether the mother or the
adolescent reported living in a cohabiting stepfamily (N=617).

Second, we investigate predictors of discrepant family structure reports. We begin with the

assumption that mothers are more accurate reporters of their intimate relaionships, particularly since
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532 mothers report cohabiting whereas just 190 adolescents report living in a cohabiting stepfamily.
Among the pairsin which mothers report living in a cohabiting sepfamily, multinomid logidtic regresson
is used to establish the odds that the adolescent reports a different family structure than the mother. We
contrast the odds that the adolescent reports living in a married stepfamily versus a cohabiting
gepfamily. We then compare the odds that the adolescent clamsto live in a single-mother family rather
than a cohabiting stepfamily.

Third, we estimate multivariate models to evauate the linkages between various measures of
family structure and our two indicators of adolescent well-being.  We use negative binomid regresson
to mode ddlinquency becauseit is an over-dispersed count variable (i.e., its Sandard deviation is
greater than its mean) and ordinary least squares regression for our analyses of school problems. We
estimate two sets of models. Thefirst set uses adolescent reports of family structure and the second
uses mother reports. We estimate a zero-order or bivariate modd that includes only the basic family
structure variables (i.e., two biologica, married stepparent, cohabiting stepparent, and single mother).
The second model we present adds the control variables. We then recode family structure to account
for parent and teen discrepant reports of cohabiting stepfamilies. The family categoriesinclude two
biologica parent, married stepparent, single mother, mother and adolescent agree cohabiting stepparent
(reference), mother cohabiting stepparent-adolescent single mother, and mother cohabiting stepparent-
adolescent married stepparent.  The reference category indicates concordance between adolescent
and mother reports of living in a cohabiting stepfamily. To ensure that the data are nationdly
representative of adolescentsin the United States design effects must be taken into account (Bearman,

Jones & Udry, 1997). All of our analyses are conducted using STATA survey estimation procedures
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to obtain correct standard errors (Chantala & Tabor, 1999).
Reaults

Adolescent and Mother Reports of Family Structure

Overdl, thereisahigh leve of congruence between mother and adolescent reports of family structure.
We find that 86% of mothers and adolescents report living in the same family structure (result not
shown). Table 1 shows that the match between adolescent and mother reports of family structure
varies condderably by family type. The first column is based on the adolescent report of family
gructure. Typicaly, adolescents who report living with two biologica parents dso have mothers who
report this same family structure (93%). A dightly lower percentage (82%) of adolescents who claim
to live with sngle mothers have mothers who aso sate they are asingle mother. Similarly, 86% of
adolescents who report living with married stepparents have mothers who aso report living in married
gepfamilies. The greetest level of incongruence occurs among adolescents who report living in
cohabiting stepfamilies. We find that just two-thirds of teenagers who date they areliving in a
cohabiting stepfamily have mothers who aso report living in a cohabiting stepfamily. Among teenswho
report living in a cohabiting sepfamily, one-fifth of their mothers report being single mothers and
another 13% claim to be in amarried stepfamily (results not shown).
[TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE]

The second column of Table 1 focuses on the mother’ s report of family structure. We find
nearly perfect congruence (99%) between mother and adolescent reports of living with two biologica
parents. We aso find that when mothers report being single mothers, 89% of adolescents' reports

agree. In contragt, only 69% of mothers who State they live in married stepfamilies have an adolescent
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who aso reportsliving in amarried stepfamily.  In fact, one-quarter of mothers who report living in a
married stepfamily have ateen who reports living with two biologica parents (results not shown). The
family category with the highest leve of incongruence is cohabiting stepfamily. Only one-third of
moathers who report living in this family type have an adolescent who dso daimsto be living with a
cohabiting stepparent. Most often the mismatch occurs because teens report they live with single
mothers (45%) and close to one-fifth Sate they live with married stepparents (results not shown). This
pattern of findings is congstent with family boundary ambiguity as the more complex the family form, the
greater the discrepancy in reporting.

Table 2 focuses on the type of mismatch in reports that occurs among those adolescent-mother
pairsin which ether (or both) the adolescent or the mother reports living in a cohabiting stepfamily
(N=617). Thereisavery high leve of discord in reports about cohabiting stepfamilies. We find that
when ether the mother or adolescent reports living in a cohabiting stepfamily there is agreement for only
31% of adolescents and mothers. The most common type of disagreement (38%) iswhen a mother
reports living in a cohabiting stepfamily and the adolescent reports residing in a single-mother family. In
this Stuation the teenager does not gppear to recognize their mother’ s cohabiting partner. Another type
of disagreement exigs for 18% of mothers and adolescents in which the mother reports living with a
cohabiting partner and the adolescent Sates they are living with a married mother and stepfather. This
may occur because the teen is embarrassed to report that the mother is cohabiting and not married or
dternaively the mother has told the child sheis married when sheisnot. It isless common for the
adolescent to claim they are living with a cohabiting stepparent and the mother reports living alone or

being married (8% and 6%, respectively).
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[TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE]

Predicting Discrepancies Between Adolescent and Mother Reports

Next we examine the characterigtics of adolescents and mothers who agree versus disagree about living
in a cohabiting stepfamily. Our andyses are limited to the 532 mothers who report living a cohabiting
gepfamily. We focus on this subsample because we believe that mothers may be better able to provide
information about their union gatus.  Table 3 presents the multinomid logidtic regression results. The
reference category in these modes is agreement about living in a cohabiting stepparent family. Thefirgt
contrast category is the adolescent reports the mother is married and the second contrast category is
the adolescent reports the mother issingle.

[TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE]

Theresultsin Table 3 indicate that teens reports of their mother’ s union status vary according
to race-ethnicity, income, mother’s marital status, mother-adolescent relationship quality, and qudity of
the mother’ s cohabiting relaionship. The first column shows the effects of the coefficients predicting
whether the teen reports the mother is married rather than cohabiting. Both Hispanic and Black teens
are more likely than Whites to report their mother is married than cohabiting. Teenagers from higher
income families have higher odds of reporting their mother is married than cohabiting. The mother’s
report of the qudity of her cohabiting reationship is reated to the adolescent’ s classfication of the
family. Teenagers who have mothers who are happier have greater odds of reporting their mother is
married versus cohabiting.

The second column shows the estimates of the odds that teenagers report their mother issingle

versus cohabiting. Black teens are more likely to report their mother is single than cohabiting.
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Respondents with mothers who have ever been married have lower odds of reporting their mother is
single than cohabiting. Findly, teenagers who have better reationships with their mothers are more
likely to report their mother is Single than cohabiting.

Family Structure Reports and Adolescent Wedll-Being

Our fina task isto examine whether and how the discrepancy between adolescent and mother reports
of family structure is related to adolescent well-being. We present each measure of well-being
(delinquency and school problems) separately. The first two columns of Table 4 focus on adolescent
reports of family structure. When we rely on the adolescent’ s report of family structure, we find that
living in a cohabiting stepfamily is associated with higher levels of ddinquency then living in atwo
biologicd parent, married step, or single-mother family (Modd 1a). In the multivariate modd, the
effect of living in asingle-mother family versus a cohabiting stepfamily is reduced to nonggnificance
(Model 1b).

[TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE]

The next two columnsin Table 4 show the relationships between family structure and
delinquency when we rely on the mother’ s reports of living arrangements. Here, teensliving in
cohabiting stepfamilies have higher levels of delinquency, on average, than teensliving in two biologicd,
married stepfamilies, or sngle-mother families (Modd 2a). The second mode includes the control
variables and shows that teensliving in married stepfamilies and two biologica parent families have
lower levels of ddinquency than their counterparts living in cohabiting stepfamilies, but the difference
between single-mother families and cohabiting sepfamiliesis no longer datisticdly sgnificant (Modd

2b). In other words, whether we use the adolescent’ s or mother’ s report of family structure, the



20

pattern of findingsisthe same. We do note that the magnitude of the coefficientsis consstently larger
using the adolescent versus mother reports of family structure, which is perhaps not surprisng when we
consider that delinquency is reported by the adolescent.

The find two columns present the effects of discrepancies or agreement in mother and
adolescent reports of living in cohabiting stepfamilies. We break gpart the reference category of
cohabiting stepfamily used in Modds 2a and 2b to distinguish among adolescents who report living in a
married sepfamily, asngle-mother family, and a cohabiting stepfamily. The reference category is
agreement between the mother and adolescent who both report living in a cohabiting stepfamily. The
coefficientsindicate that adolescents who agree their mother lives in a cohabiting stepfamily have smilar
levels of delinquency asteenswho disagree. These results hold in both the bivariate and multivariate
modes (Modds 3aand 3b). Thus, whether the adolescent agrees or disagrees with the mother about
being in a cohabiting stepfamily is not consequentia for delinquent behavior.

The next series of models focus on school problems, as shownin Table 5. When we rely on
the adolescent’ s report of family structure, we find that living in a cohabiting stepfamily is associated
with higher levels of school problems than living in atwo biologica parent family, married stepfamily, or
single mother family (Modd 18). The multivariate model (Mode 1b) yieds smilar findings, except the
difference in ddinquency for teensin cohabiting stepfamilies versus sngle-mother familiesis only
margindly sgnificant (p=.08).

[TABLE 5 ABOUT HERE]
When we rely on mother reports of family structure, the relationship between family structure

and school problems changes. We il find that living in a cohabiting stepfamily is associated with more
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school problems than living with two biologica parents. But, adolescents living in cohabiting
gepfamilies now exhibit smilar levels of school problems as teens living in single-mother families or
married stepfamilies (Mode 2a). These associaions persst in the multivariate models (Modd 2b).
Thus, the relationship between family structure and school problems depends on whether we rely on
adolescent or mother reports of family structure. Moreover, the magnitude of the coefficientsis
considerably larger for adolescent than mother reports of family structure,

The fina two models show how the discrepancy or agreement between adolescent and mother
reports of family structure are related to school problems. The results indicate that a specific type of
mismatch between mother and teen reports of living in a cohabiting stepfamily is associated with fewer
school problems. Teens who claim their mother is Sngle when the mother reports cohabiting have
fewer school problems than teens who agree with their mother about living in a cohabiting stepfamily
(Modd 3a). Thisfinding is conggtent with that shown in Table 3 that teenswho fed closer to their
moather are more likely to report living in asngle-mother family when their mother reportsliving ina
cohabiting stepfamily. Indeed, in the multivariate modd (Modd 3b) that includes a control for mother-
adolescent relationship qudity, this association between family structure discrepancy (i.e., adolescent
reports sngle-mother family and mother reports cohabiting stepfamily) is only margindly significant
(p=.11). Teenswho report their mother is married rather than cohabiting have smilar levels of school

problems as teens who agree with their mother about living with a cohabiting stepparent.

Discussion

We used data from the wave one adolescent and parent in-home questionnaires of the Add Hedlth to
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examine the extent to which adolescents and mothers provide discrepant reports of family structure.
Guided by family boundary ambiguity theory, which sates thet the greeter the family complexity, the
more likely isinconsgstency in reporting who isin and out of the family, we anticipated thet the grestest
discrepancy in reporting would occur among those living in cohabiting stepfamilies. Indeed, whereas
two-thirds of adolescents agreed with their mothers' reports of living in amarried stepfamily, just one-
third of adolescents whase mothers said they live in a cohabiting stepfamily reported the same family
type. Nearly 90 percent of adolescents concurred with mothers who reported being single and over 99
percent agreed with mothers who reported being part of atwo biologica parent family.

Conggtent with prior work on family boundary ambiguity in married stepfamilies, our andyses
identified severd of the same sociodemographic predictors of discrepancies in adolescent and mother
reports of resding in a cohabiting stepfamily. Adolescents who are Black or Hispanic, have higher
family incomes, and mothers who are happier in ther intimate relaionship are more likely to report
living in amarried stepfamily than agree with their mother who reports living in a cohabiting sepfamiily.
Adolescents who are Black, fed very close to their mothers, and whose mothers have been married
previoudy are more likely to report living in asingle-maother family. The mother’ s report of the duration
of the cohabiting stepfamily is not related to discrepancy in reporting, which reinforces Furstenberg's
(1987) finding of no effect of duration on ambiguity in married stepfamilies.

Certainly, our documentation of consderable ambiguity in the reporting of cohabiting
stepfamilies between adolescents and their mothers is important for how we measure family structure,
As cohabitation continues to increase in popularity and more children are exposed to this family type,

the questionable vaidity of relying on asingle reporter of family structure becomes more consequential.
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A school-based survey, the Add Hedlth has a higher response rate for adolescents than parents. Yet it
seems that parents provide more accurate reports of their living arrangements. Using adolescent
reports of family sructure yieds only haf as many cohabiting families as talied from mother reportsin
the Add Hedlth. This discrepancy will affect our estimates of children in cohabiting families. From a
demographic perspective, misclassfication of children’sliving arrangements will yield an inaccurate
picture of the distribution of children across various family structures.

In addition to the demographic consequences of boundary ambiguity in cohabiting stepfamilies,
our work reveals its significance for research on the association between family structure and
adolescent well-being. Our examination of two domains of well-being-externaizing behavior and
academic performance-shows that whose report of family structure we use metters. While we
obtained asmilar pattern of findings regardless of whether we used the adolescent or mother reports of
family structure for delinquency, the same is not true for school problems. From the modds using
adolescent family structure reports, we concluded that being in a cohabiting stepfamily is reated to
more school problems than being in atwo biologica parent family, a married stepfamily, or asingle-
mother family. In contragt, from the models usng mother family structure reports, school problems
among adolescents in cohabiting stepfamilies are only higher than those in two biologicd parent families.
Adolescents who report living in asingle-mather family but have mothers who say they are cohabiting
actudly exhibit fewer school problems than adolescents who agree with their mother’ s report of living in
a cohabiting stepfamily. Adolescents who have a good reationship with their mother are particularly
likely to report being in asingle-mother family, which may explain why this group is better adjusted

academicaly. More generdly, the Sze of the family structure coefficients was conastently larger for
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adolescent versus mother reports for both delinquency and school problems. Essentidly, the
association between family structure and adolescent outcomes attenuates when we use mother reports.

We are not able to gauge the extent to which the high level of discrepancy in adolescent and
mother reports of a cohabiting stepfamily is due to measurement error. The Add Hedlth ascertains
adolescent reports of family structure through a household roster, whereas mother reports are achieved
through a detailed series of questions about living with someone in amarriage or marriage-like
relaionship. We might have achieved greater congstency in reporting had adolescents and mothers
been asked the same series of questions about their current living arrangements. Still, the pattern we
obtained is congstent with that which we expected according to family boundary ambiguity theory. The
more complex the family form, the greater the discrepancy in adolescent and mother reports.
Particularly since cohabitation is an incomplete inditution that is predicated on informd ties, greater
attention should be paid to how we measure cohabitation in nationa surveys (Casper & Cohen, 2002;
Manning and Smock 2003). Inconsistencies in question wording (see Appendix) may account for
some of the reporting discrepancies we documented in this paper.

Our study demondrates that family boundary ambiguity is not uncommon, especidly in complex
family forms, namely, cohabiting sepfamilies. Asfamily complexity intengfies, the vaidity of our
measures of family structure may be undermined. We provide evidence that adolescents and mothers
are more likely to disagree than agree about living in a cohabiting stepfamily. Whaose report of family
structure we use in our analyses of adolescent well-being affects our conclusions about how
adolescents fare in various family forms. Lynn White (1998, p. 732) was prescient when she

suggested researchers refer to “* perceived family structure” since respondents actively congtruct their
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families. Future data collection efforts should obtain family structure information from multiple sources,
including parents and children, to permit additiona research on family boundary ambiguity as
discrepancies yidd meaningful ingghts not only about the socid congruction of family membership, but

aso itsinfluence on individua well-beng.



26

References
Bearman, P. S, Jones, J., & Udry, J. R. (1997). The National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent

Health: Research design. http://www.cpc.unc.edu/projects/addhed th/resdesi gn/index/htm

Bearman, P. S,, & Bruitickner, H. (2001). Promising the future: Abstinence pledges and the trangition to
firg intercourse. American Journal of Sociology, 106, 859-912.

Boss, P. (1980). Normative family stress: Family boundary changes across the life span. Family
Relations, 29, 445-450.

Buchanan, C. M., Maccoby, E. E., & Dornbusch, S. M. (1996). Adol escents after divorce.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Bumpass, L., & Lu, H. (2000). Trends in cohabitation and implications for children’s family contextsin
the United States. Population Sudies, 54, 29-41.

Bumpass, L., & Swest, J. (1989). Nationa estimates of cohabitation: Cohort levels and union stability.
Demography, 26, 615-625.

Bumpass, L. L., Sweet, J. A., & Cherlin, A. J. (1991). Therole of cohabitation in declining rates of
marriage. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 53, 913-927.

Casper, L. M., & Cohen, P. N. (2000). How does POSSL Q measure up? Historical estimates of
cohabitation. Demography, 37, 237-245.

Chantala, K., & Tabor, J. (1999). Strategies to perform a design-based analysis using the Add
Health data. Carolina Population Center, University of North Carolinaat Chape Hill, Chapel
Hill, NC.

Cherlin, A. J. (1978). Remarriage as an incomplete indtitution. American Journal of Sociology, 84,



27

634-650.

Cherlin, A. J, & Furgtenberg, F. F. (1994). Stepfamiliesin the United States: A reconsideration.
Annual Review of Sociology, 20, 359-381.

Demuth, S,, & Brown, S. L. (2004). Family structure, family processes, and adolescent delinquency:
The significance of parenta absence versus parental gender. Journal of Research in Crime
and Delinquency, 41, 58-81.

Furstenberg, F. F. (1987). The new extended family. In K. Padey & M. lIhinger-Talman, Remarriage
and Sepparenting: Current Research and Theory (pp. 42-64). New Y ork: Guilford Press.

Harris, K. M., Duncan, G. J,, & Boigoaly, J. (2002). Evauating the role of 'nothing to lose' attitudes on
risky behavior in adolescence. Social Forces, 80, 1005-1039.

Ganong, L. H., & Coleman, M. (1994). Remarried family relationships. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Graefe, D. R., & Lichter, D. T. (1999). Life course trangtions of American children: Parentdl

cohabitation, marriage, and single motherhood. Demography, 36, 205-217.

Knab, J. (2004). Who'sin for how much: The impact of definitional changes on the prevaence and
outcomes of cohabitation. Center for Research on Child Well-Being Working Paper 2004-
05. Princeton Universty.

London, R. A. (1998). Trendsin single mothers' living arrangements from 1970 to 1995: Correcting
the Current Population Survey. Demography, 35, 125-131.

Madden-Derdich, D. A., Leonard, S. A., & Christopher, F. S. (1999). Boundary ambiguity and
coparentd conflict after divorce: An empirica test of the family sysems modd of the divorce

process. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 61, 588-598.



28

Manning, W. D. (2002). The implications of cohabitation for children'swell-being. In A. Booth & A.
C. Crouter (Eds.), Just living together: Implications of cohabitation for children, families,
and social policy (pp. 121-152). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Manning, W. D., & Smock, P. J. (1997). Children’s living arrangements in unmarried mother families.
Journal of Family Issues, 18, 526-544.

Manning, W. D., & Smock, P. J. (2003). Measuring and modeling cohabitation: New perspectives
from quditative data. Center for Family and Demographic Research Working Paper,
2003- 10. Bowling Green State Universty.

Manning, W. D., Smock, P. J,, & Mgumdar, D. (2004). The relative stability of cohabiting and marita
unions for children. Population Research and Policy Review, 23, 135-159.

Manning, W. D., & Lamb, K. A. (2003). Adolescent well-being in cohabiting, married, and single

parent families. Journal of Marriage and Family, 65, 876-893.

Meer, A. (2003). Adolescents' trandition to intercourse, religiosity and attitudes about sex. Social
Forces, 81, 1031-1052.

Rdey, R. K., & Wildsmith, E. (2004). Cohabitation and children’s family ingtability. Journal of
Marriage and Family, 66, 210-219.

Sdtzer, J. A. (2000). Families formed outside of marriage. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 62,
1247-1268.

Sewart, S. D. (in press). Boundary ambiguity in stepfamilies. Journal of Family Issues.

Sun, Y. (2003). The well-being of adolescents in households with no biologica parents. Journal of
Marriage and Family, 65, 894-909.

Teitler, J,, Reichman, N., & Koball, H. (2004). Biasin retrospective reports of cohabitation among

new parents. Center for Research on Child Well-Being Working Paper, 2004-07. Princeton



Universty.

Videon, T. M. (2002). The effects of parent-adolescent relationships and parental separation on
adolescent well-being. Journal of Marriage and Family, 64, 489-503.

White, L. K. (1998). Who' s counting? Quasi-facts and stepfamilies in reports of number of sblings.

Journal of Marriage and the Family, 60, 725-733.

29



	2004-08.doc
	2004-08.pdf

