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Intergenerational Family Relations

This book offers a synthesis of social science and evolutionary approaches to the
study of intergenerational relations, using biological, psychological and socio-
logical factors to develop a single framework for understanding why kin help
one another across generations. With attention to both biological family relations
and in-law and step-relations, it provides an overview of existing studies cen-
tred on intergenerational relations — particularly grandparenting — that incorporate
social science and evolutionary family theories. This evolutionary social science
approach to intergenerational family relations goes well beyond the traditional
nature versus nurture distinction. As such, it will appeal to scholars across a range
of disciplines with interests in relations of kinship, the lifecourse and the sociol-
ogy of the family.
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“This book is of interest to all family scholars but in particular those scientists
seeking to understand better the complexities of intergenerational relations. The
real pleasure in reading this book is that it challenges one’s traditional thinking
about intergenerational relations. I strongly recommend it to all family scholars

but particularly those seeking new ideas.”
— Ann Buchanan, Professor Emeritus, Department of Social Policy and
Intervention, University of Oxford, UK

“In a rapidly ageing world, the contributions that grandparents make to children,
and the pleasures that they derive from making those contributions, are hot topics
of research and discussion in the social sciences. In this timely review and syn-
thesis of what anthropologists, demographers, evolutionary biologists, historians,
psychologists and sociologists have separately discovered about grandparents,
Tanskanen and Danielsbacka provide an invaluable resource for workers in all
these fields, as well as for those struggling to bring evidence-based practice to
social work and other applied areas.”
— Martin Daly, Professor Emeritus, Department of Psychology,
Neuroscience and Behaviour, McMaster University, Canada

“It is only fitting that social scientists from the homeland of Westermarck should
be the first to blend biological and social science approaches to the study of inter-
generational relations and the family. Tanskanen and Danielsbacka show how
theories from social science and biology are complementary and can be seam-
lessly blended together to organize and explain findings from the study of inter-
generational relations, plus generate new hypotheses for further studies. A must
read for anyone with an interest in the study of intergenerational relations and
the family.”
— Rosemary L. Hopcroft, Professor, Department of Sociology,
University of North Carolina, USA

“This ambitious book provides an inclusive synthesis concerning studies on inter-
generational relations among humans. Reading this book will strongly benefit all
biologists and social scientists working with family relations.”

— Virpi Lummaa, Professor, Department of Biology,

University of Turku, Finland
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Foreword

Intergenerational family relations: An evolutionary social science approach
covers a gambit of hot topics across the social and natural sciences that have
direct implications for understanding family function, relationships and out-
comes. In recent decades, dramatic demographic changes have pushed the issues
of intergenerational exchange and intergenerational relations to centre stage in
policy, service and academic debate. Increased shared lifespans between genera-
tions, reduced birth rate, and increased individual wealth and investment per child
mean that generations have more opportunities to influence each other than ever
before in human history. Simultaneously, recent reductions in state investment,
increased rates of divorce and gender biases in rates of remarriage mean families
are increasingly diverse. These times of change have seen the value of families
and their relationships increase. Intergenerational family relations makes a valu-
able contribution to this burgeoning field of enquiry.

Crucial to a comprehensive view of the myriad factors that impact on and
are consequences of family relations is a multi-level, interdisciplinary approach.
Intergenerational family relations successfully achieves this by introducing the
reader to an interdisciplinary perspective that takes them from broad population,
historical and evolutionary level analyses to detailed differences in dyadic rela-
tionships between family members. This enables the authors to critically explore
questions related to why grandparenting exists, and the health impact grandparent-
ing may or may not have on family members, parental birth rates and grandchild
development, the influence of the welfare state, and the roles of aunts and uncles.

It is a privilege for me to write this foreword as I have known Mirkka and Antti
personally for the last five years and have followed their research closely. I had
the honour of examining Mirkka’s Doctoral thesis and have been lucky enough to
host Mirkka and Antti at Edith Cowan University as Visiting Research Fellows
on two occasions. Although relatively early in their careers, they have published
extensively, exploring intergenerational relations and grandparents in particular.
They have two distinct aspects to their research that I admire and are clearly on
display in this book. First, as I will expand on below, they synthesise theoretical
concepts across disciplines to improve our understanding of the family. Second,
they continuously utilise large, where possible longitudinal, nationally represent-
ative, population data sources to produce high-quality empirical investigations.
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Indeed, in line with the current momentum in the field, there are sections in this
book where the data and analyses are strong enough to critically evaluate causal
pathways in the extant literature. Together these skills place them in an ideal posi-
tion to write Intergenerational family relations.

Over the last 15 years my research has promoted the development of inter-
disciplinary perspectives on intergenerational relations, with a particular focus
on the different roles grandparents play and how they impact family function-
ing, grandchild development and the health of the grandparents themselves. This
interdisciplinary perspective has brought together empirical and theoretical work
across the disciplines of sociology, evolutionary ecology, psychology and eco-
nomics. Therefore, it is not surprising that I personally found the theoretical work
in this book to be one of its more outstanding features. Throughout most chapters,
and particularly in Chapters 2 and 9, both the social science and evolutionary
perspectives have been extended and synthesised. The evolution theory that has
been reviewed previously has been extended to include kin detection, resource
competition and reproductive conflict. Moreover, the extensive treatment of theo-
retical perspectives from the social sciences, which have often been neglected in
the interdisciplinary literature, gives them a clearer voice.

At the broadest level, Intergenerational family relations advances the work of
bringing together two traditionally disparate disciplines: social sciences and evo-
lutionary perspectives. It must be noted that interdisciplinary research is not a job
for the faint-hearted. It requires the constructive synthesis of disciplines that often
see the world from fundamentally different perspectives. On the one hand there
are important methodological and theoretical differences between the disciplines
that should be preserved. These differences give the disciplines the unique vision
and identity that made them attractive to researchers. What needs to be addressed
are the barriers between these disciplines and recognition that these views are
operating at different, ultimately compatible, levels of explanation. Through a
more detailed treatment of the diverse social science perspectives on intergenera-
tional relations, a clearer understanding should facilitate more equitable synthesis
across disciplines. Therefore, the second aim of this book, namely to synthesise
research and theory across social science and evolutionary fields, is up to date,
and crucially expands the representation and inclusion of social science. Chapter
9 caps this endeavour by developing testable hypotheses that expressly combine
social science and evolutionary perspectives that will be valuable for both current
and future scholars.

Grandparents are things of folklore and wonder for grandchildren. For many
people, even as adults, their most salient early memories were spent with their
grandparents and other family members. Throughout time human families and
societies have depended on the intergenerational transfer of knowledge, help
and affection. In most societies, elders, and specifically grandparents, hold
those resources and transmit them to future generations. Through this pivotal
role, grandparents have ensured their families and communities have thrived for
millennia. Intergenerational family relations: An evolutionary social science
approach provides a critical, contemporary update and extension of this research
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programme, culminating in a research guide for those brave souls who want to
pursue interdisciplinary family research.

— David A. Coall, Senior Lecturer, School of Medical and

Health Sciences, Edith Cowan University,

Western Australia.

Latest publication

Coall, D. A., Hilbrand, S., Sear, R., & Hertwig, R. (2018). Interdisciplinary perspectives on
grandparental investment: A journey towards causality. Contemporary Social Science,
13. https://doi.org/10.1080/21582041.2018.1433317
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Preface

Our careers as intergenerational and family relations scholars began almost
accidentally around a decade ago. At that time, we were both postgraduate stu-
dents preparing our PhDs on very different topics: Antti was working on employ-
ment relationships and Mirkka on war history. The reason for beginning to
study family and intergenerational relations was the opportunity to work on the
Generational Transmissions in Finland project, examining social relations among
Finnish Baby Boomers (born between 1945 and 1950) and their adult children.
We are extremely thankful to the project leader at the time, J. P. Roos, as well
as Elina Haavio-Mannila and Anna Rotkirch, who warmly welcomed us into the
project. After all these years, the project is still running, and we are currently (in
February 2018) preparing the third round of data collection.

From the very beginning, one of the unique aspects of the Generational
Transmissions in Finland project has been its interdisciplinary nature, meaning
that knowledge from different fields of study is combined. The human family is
approached as a context-sensitive biosocial institution based on kin relationships
extending beyond the nuclear family. In this sense, social science and evolution-
ary approaches are seen as complementary rather than mutually exclusive. This
is also the approach adopted in this book, which combines theories and findings
from different fields, including anthropology, biology, demography, economics,
psychology and sociology.

Several people have influenced this book. We would like to thank the inter-
generational relations scholars from different disciplines whose work has made
it possible to write the current synthesis. Several colleagues have contributed to
this volume by reading and commenting on earlier manuscript drafts. They are
Venla Berg, Ann Buchanan, Simon N. Chapman, David A. Coall, Jani Erola,
Mirkka Lahdenperd, Jenni E. Pettay, Anna Rotkirch and Heikki Sarmaja. We are
deeply grateful for their effort, which has helped us to substantially improve the
book. However, it goes without saying that we are responsible for all the flaws
and mistakes present in the book. It would have been impossible to write this book
without funding. We gratefully acknowledge the financial support provided by
the Kone Foundation and Sociology Unit at the University of Turku. Additional
funding was provided by the Association of Finnish Non-fiction Writers.



Preface  xv

In addition, we are much obliged to Markus Jokela and Anna Rotkirch, who
have co-authored several articles related to family and intergenerational relations
with us during the years. Their support and guidance have been indispensable.

Finally, we wish to dedicate this book to the memory of our beloved paternal
grandmothers, Ruth Tanskanen and Eeva Danielsbacka, who were always there
for us during our childhood.

Antti O. Tanskanen and Mirkka Danielsbacka
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1 Cooperative breeding species

The idea that several people in a community participate in childrearing was
popularised by Hillary Clinton in her bestselling book, /t Takes a Village and
Other Lessons Children Teach Us (1996). The phrase “It takes a village to raise
a child” captures one key aspect of human family life. Humans are a cooperative
breeding species, meaning that individuals other than the biological mother tend
to be involved in childrearing (Hrdy, 1999, 2009). In biology, these others are
called “allomothers”, and depending on the living conditions and environment,
they may include several different types of relatives, friends, neighbours or for-
mal child care providers (Daly & Perry, 2017; Perry & Daly, 2017). Cooperative
breeding is a species-typical means of childrearing in humans as well as certain
other animals. Based on current knowledge, approximately 3 per cent of mam-
mals (e.g., African wild dogs, Kalahari meerkats, naked mole-rats), less than 10
per cent of birds, and some fish are cooperative breeders (e.g., Desjardins et al.,
2007; Jennions & Macdonald, 1994; Jetz & Rubenstein, 2011). Humans are an
exception compared to other great apes; for instance, among chimpanzees, goril-
las and orangutans, our closest living relatives, the mother alone is almost always
responsible for childrearing (Hrdy, 2007).

Why does cooperative breeding exist in the human species? Studies from hunter-
gatherer populations may provide one answer to this question if we assume that
these populations follow fairly similar ways of life as populations that have lived
in the human environment of evolutionary adaptedness. According to evidence
from three contemporary hunter-gatherer populations, human children consume
13 million calories more than they produce until they reach adulthood (Kaplan,
1994). The extra calories are needed because large brains take a long time and
require considerable energy to develop, which leads to long childhood depend-
ency. According to evolutionary anthropologists, cooperative breeding systems
may have enabled human children to enlarge their brain size at great cost (Hrdy,
2007). In practice, large brains and cooperative breeding have likely co-evolved.

In the animal kingdom, larger brain size is typically associated not only with
an increased length of childhood dependency but also with longer birth inter-
vals among females (Isler & van Schaik, 2012). When a previous descendant is
dependent on constant maternal care, the possibility of having another child is
substantially decreased. Thus, one can assume that human females should have
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extremely long birth intervals. Interestingly, and in contrast to this prediction,
evidence shows that human females tend to have quite low birth intervals com-
pared with other great apes. Using data from hunter-gatherer populations, evo-
lutionary anthropologists have found that in natural fertility populations, human
females tend to give birth approximately every three years, whereas among oran-
gutans, the birth interval is approximately eight years, and among chimpanzees, it
is from five to six years (Kaplan et al., 2000). Cooperative breeding systems may
provide a solution to the puzzle of how to increase brain size without excessively
decreasing fertility (Isler & van Schaik, 2012).

Although there are several common features in the family life of humans and
other species, human life histories have at least four distinctive characteristics
compared to other primates and mammals: 1) an exceptionally long lifespan,
2) an extended period of dependent childhood, 3) support of reproduction by
older post-reproductive females and 4) male investment in their descendants
(Kaplan et al., 2000). These aspects of human family life are all considered in
the current book. We began our interdisciplinary examination of intergenera-
tional relations (Box 1.1) on the species-typical childrearing system, coopera-
tive breeding, and its meaning for human family formation. We now present
the key institutional changes in recent decades that have influenced intergen-
erational relations.

Box 1.1 Intergenerational relations

In this book, intergenerational relations mean relations between fam-
ily generations. The three family generations studied are grandpar-
ents, parents and children. Intergenerational relations between family
generations may denote a direct relationship and interaction between
two generations or a more complex relationship in which, for instance,
the middle generation (parents) mediates the relationship between the
grandparents and grandchildren. When other intergenerational rela-
tions are considered, the obvious focus is aunts and uncles, who are
considered later in this book.

Grandparents: More important than ever?

One of the most important trends in the Western world after the Second World
War has been the shift in which welfare responsibilities have been transferred
from family members to the state (Esping-Andersen, 1990, 2009). After this
change, the wellbeing of individuals was no longer as crucially dependent on
family support. Some social scientists have argued that because of the processes
of modernisation and individualisation, the meaning of family relations has sub-
stantially diminished or become meaningless (e.g., Beck, 1992; Giddens, 1991).
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However, empirical studies have shown that this is not the case. Although the
societal meaning of the family has diminished in welfare states as public sup-
port providers have taken on tasks that formerly belonged to kin, people still
develop close and significant family relations, and there is no evidence that
the emotional importance of these ties has substantially diminished (Salmon &
Shackelford, 2011).

As populations in the Western world age rapidly, intergenerational family
relations may become even more important. Due to increased life expectancy in
Western societies, the proportion of elderly adults and the total number of grand-
parents (or potential grandparents) are rising. Currently, grandparents and grand-
children have more shared years of life than ever before. Due to decreased fertility
rates in modern Western countries, grandparents today have fewer grandchildren,
which means that they may be able to invest more resources in any particular
grandchild. Thus, grandparents have a great opportunity to influence the lives of
their adult children and grandchildren. The growing possibilities for interaction
among different family generations in current societies also mean that these rela-
tions tend to have a great deal of policy relevance.

Despite this situation, Western social and family policies typically consider
the family a nuclear family that includes a mother, a father and a child or chil-
dren. The normative nuclear family model ignores the fact that human family
structures are flexible and include people outside the nuclear family who are
highly committed to improving the wellbeing of dependent children. Thus, when
planning social and family policies, it is worthwhile to consider that humans
have a predisposition to raise children in cooperative networks. In these net-
works, grandparents are often the ones who tend to invest a high amount of
time and resources in their descendants. For instance, based on a multinational
European survey, 58 per cent of grandmothers and 49 per cent of grandfathers
with grandchildren younger than 14 years old provide child care to them at least
occasionally (Hank & Buber, 2009). According to the UK evidence, 44 per cent
of toddlers are looked after by their grandparents on a weekly basis or more often
(Fergusson et al., 2008).

Grandparental investment (Box 1.2) includes not only child care but the
many different types of support that grandparents channel towards their
descendants. Obviously, it is not only the quantity but also the quality of the
investment that matters. Kin arrangements are known to provide more sta-
ble foster care places for children than non-kin arrangements, and grandpar-
ents tend to have the most important role as foster carers (Perry et al., 2014).
However, in public policies, the investment by extended kin is not always
recognised. In several countries, grandparents have few, if any, legal rights in
relation to their grandchildren (Buchanan, 2017; Rotkirch & Buchanan, 2016).
For instance, the lack of visiting rights is a common feature in Western coun-
tries, meaning that after parental divorce, grandparents may completely lose
contact with their grandchildren. This phenomenon may have negative impli-
cations for both grandchildren and grandparents, who may highly value close
relations with one another.
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Box 1.2 Grandparental investment

“Grandparental investment” is used here as a general term for all con-
scious and unconscious investments grandparents make in their grand-
children, directly or indirectly via the grandchildren’s parents. These
investments may include being in contact and spending time with grand-
children as well as giving them money, emotional support, care and prac-
tical help. Thus, although the term investment sounds like an economic
term, it refers to a much wider range of forms of support, not merely the
financial support that grandparents may allocate to their descendants.
In social science studies, the term “grandparental involvement” is often
used to refer to active grandparenting. In practice, studies using the terms
“grandparental involvement” and “grandparental investment” have often
used the same measurements for these two concepts (e.g., grandparen-
tal child care, contact frequency, emotional closeness and financial trans-
fers). Thus, the concepts of grandparental involvement and grandparental
investment can be defined to mean basically the same phenomenon.

The problem of intradisciplinarity

When we examine the previous research on intergenerational family relations, a
clear trend becomes apparent: these studies are surprisingly often intradisciplinary
in nature, meaning that scholars tend to work within only one specific discipline.
Here, the term “intradisciplinary” specifically refers to the fact that evolutionary
scientists often tend to ignore social science studies and vice versa. Coall and
Hertwig (2011) conducted an intensive literature review of grandparental invest-
ment studies and investigated how often sociologists and evolutionary researchers
cite one another’s works. By the year 2009, the most frequently cited sociology
article was written by Bengtson and Roberts (1991), which was cited a total of 132
times; however, only three of these citations were by evolutionary scholars. The
most frequently cited evolutionary article was a paper by Hawkes and colleagues
(1998), which was cited a total of 216 times but only four times among sociologists.

Our starting point for this book is that intergenerational relations research
should be interdisciplinary, meaning that knowledge, terminology and meth-
odologies from different disciplines are integrated. Interdisciplinarity is needed
because the lack of dialogue between disciplines has had detrimental effects on
the cumulative progress of the study of family relations (Coall & Hertwig, 2010).

Social science and evolutionary approaches

This book brings together research from several different disciplines, namely,
anthropology, biology, demography, economics, psychology and sociology.
We separate these different disciplines beneath two “umbrellas™: evolutionary
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and social sciences. Evolutionary science here refers to all studies that explicitly
consider humans as products of natural selection. These studies are most often con-
ducted in the fields of evolutionary anthropology, biology and psychology. Social
science research, by contrast, includes studies typically conducted in the fields of
social anthropology, demography, economy, (mainstream) psychology and sociol-
ogy. Obviously, the division between evolutionary and social science studies is
not completely rigid. Furthermore, there may be substantial differences in content
within the two groups. In the case of evolutionary studies, for instance, evolution-
ary psychologists may concentrate on different issues than evolutionary demogra-
phers. With regard to social science research, sociologists often study somewhat
different issues than psychologists, who in turn investigate different issues than
those studied by anthropologists. However, in this book, the most important divi-
sion exists between studies that adopt an evolutionary approach and those that do
not. For this reason, we use the abovementioned division between the study fields.

The present book continues the fruitful discussion and interaction between the
evolutionary and social science disciplines that has been gradually developing in
recent years (e.g., Coall & Hertwig, 2010; Hopcroft, 2010; Rotkirch, 2018; Turner
et al., 2015) by erasing the division between disciplines and promoting the cumu-
lative progress of the science of human behaviour. These approaches have been
given several names, including “biosociology”, “evolutionary sociology” and
“evolutionary family sociology” (e.g., Hopcroft, 2016a; Walsh, 2014). In the cur-
rent book, we have decided to use the term “evolutionary social science” because
of its broader range (see also Turner et. al., 2015). Our reason for not using terms
such as “biosociology” or “evolutionary sociology” is that the social sciences
include not only sociology but also anthropology, demography, psychology and
economics; thus, it would be misleading to use only the term sociology. The term
“evolutionary social science” refers to the fact that, in this book, the results of
several social science disciplines are taken into consideration. The purpose is to
present an interdisciplinary view of intergenerational family relations.

Why were prior studies intradisciplinary?

Evolutionary scientists have often ignored social science studies and vice versa,
as discussed above. One important reason for the lack of dialogue between social
and evolutionary scientists is the lack of a common language. The terminology
used among scholars from different disciplines tends to reflect the prevailing par-
adigms in different fields, and individuals have a general tendency to evaluate
new information according to how it fits with their current knowledge (i.e., the
dominant paradigm) (Pronin, 2007). Because only a limited number of scholars
have sufficient knowledge of both social science and evolutionary research, it has
been difficult to bridge the gap between these approaches.

Evolutionary scholars may avoid or ignore social science research because they
may consider social science studies to be complex and multidimensional by nature,
and they may have difficulty identifying clear hypotheses and results in these stud-
ies. At first glance, it may seem that social science studies do not provide any
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added value for evolutionary scholars when social scientists provide, for instance,
different conceptualisations of the forms of relationships among individuals from
different family generations. However, this is not the case. Social scientists have,
for instance, wide knowledge of the socioeconomic and institutional factors that
may be related to the quality and quantity of intergenerational relations. For
instance, welfare state arrangements as well as individuals’ health and wealth are
important factors that can be associated with the intergenerational transfers that are
often investigated in the social science research. Moreover, in many cases, large-
scale social science data could substantially improve the investigations conducted
by evolutionary scholars. Thus, we believe that evolutionary scholars could benefit
by paying attention to social science studies much more than they may believe.
The reasons why evolutionary findings are often ignored in social science studies
have been documented in several publications by scholars whose own academic roots
are in sociology (e.g., Barkow, 2006; Hopcroft, 2016b; Sanderson, 2007; Segerstrale,
2000). According to these scholars, at least three common reasons for ignoring evo-
lutionary findings can be identified: 1) a legacy of pseudo-biological views makes
evolutionary theory unattractive (although these views have nothing to do with cur-
rent evolutionary science); 2) the misconception that if something is natural it is also
morally acceptable is apt to lead to the avoidance of evolutionary studies (although
among evolutionary scientists, it is self-evident that although a certain behaviour has
evolutionary roots, this does not mean that such behaviour is morally acceptable or
should be encouraged; see Box 1.3 for the naturalistic fallacy); and 3) the belief that
evolutionary science is deterministic leads some scholars to avoid it (although evo-
lutionary researchers widely agree that biological evolution is a complex, dynamic
and context-dependent historical process that produces a large amount of diversity).

Box 1.3 Naturalistic fallacy

The naturalistic fallacy refers to the assumption that if something is nat-
ural, it is also morally acceptable. This is a fallacy because regardless
of whether a certain behaviour has evolutionary roots, it does not mean
that the behaviour should be encouraged. For instance, it is widely
accepted that humans have predispositions to nepotism; however,
whether this tendency is seen as morally good or bad is related to the
context and the way in which nepotistic efforts become apparent. Many
people may think that when nepotistic efforts manifest as an investment
in kin and help to keep small children alive, they can be morally sup-
ported. In contrast, when a company manager hires an incompetent
relative rather than highly competent non-kin, people are likely to think
this is morally unsustainable. Thus, it is important to understand that
the question of whether a certain behaviour has evolutionary roots has
nothing to do with its moral acceptability. If someone represents the
opposite claim, she or he has posited a naturalistic fallacy.
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It is worth mentioning that the problem of ignoring studies from other fields does
not exist only for evolutionary and social science scholars. Such disregard can
even occur in studies that represent the same discipline, often because the divi-
sion of fields of study has become increasingly nuanced. This does not mean that
different fields or branches of study do not benefit from one another but rather
that it is possible to publish research without taking into account the findings
from closely related fields. For instance, there has been a division of intergen-
erational relations studies between family and stratification sociologists; family
sociologists have analysed the factors related to grandparental involvement (e.g.,
Hank & Buber, 2009), whereas stratification sociologists have been interested
in whether the socioeconomic resources of grandparents benefit grandchildren
in the long term (e.g., Mare, 2011). However, the factors that may increase or
decrease grandparental involvement should be acknowledged by stratification
scholars because grandparental involvement is a mechanism by which grandpar-
ents can transmit resources to their descendants. In addition, family sociologists
can benefit from the results related to the outcomes of grandparental involve-
ment that show whether grandparental involvement actually makes a difference.
Thus, divisions within sociology may prevent the progress of intergenerational
relations studies.

It is fair to say that the avoidance of studies from other disciplines is often
based on misunderstandings, misconceptions and a lack of knowledge of the
premises of the “other side”. Whatever the reasons for evolutionary scholars to
ignore studies by social scientists and vice versa, this disregard is scientifically
unfruitful and prevents the development of knowledge about human behaviour.
Despite the problem of intradisciplinarity, in recent years, there has been increas-
ing discussion between the social science and evolutionary disciplines (e.g., Coall
& Hertwig, 2010; Sear, 2015). Thus, signs indicate progress towards interdiscipli-
narity in the research on intergenerational relations. We hope that in the future, the
mutual neglect between social science and evolutionary studies, as described by
Coall and Hertwig (2011), will be considered an odd part of history by researchers
from both “sides”.

The aim of the book

This book has three aims that are closely related to one another. First, the book
provides answers to several theoretical and empirical questions, including the fol-
lowing: Why does caring grandparenthood exist among humans? Why do the
four categories of grandparents (i.e., maternal grandmothers and grandfathers as
well as paternal grandmothers and grandfathers) differ in their investment in their
grandchildren? Why and how does genetic relatedness tend to shape intergenera-
tional relations? How do socio-economic factors relate to kin support? Do grand-
parents provide more support in stronger than in weaker welfare states, or vice
versa, and why? Does active grandparenting improve grandchildren’s develop-
ment, parental fertility or the wellbeing of grandparents themselves?

The second aim of this book is to provide a comprehensive synthesis of inter-
generational family relations studies by combining theories and findings from
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social science and evolutionary studies. We hope that this synthesis helps to lower
the boundaries between social and evolutionary scientists by showing how differ-
ent perspectives can benefit one another. Third, combining the social science and
evolutionary perspectives, we apply the evolutionary social science approach to
intergenerational family relations and provide examples of how to form evolu-
tionary social science hypotheses that can be used in future studies.

In this book, we mainly examine the intergenerational relationships among
three family generations — grandparents, parents and children — and we mostly
concentrate on the downward investments in Western societies. It is well known
that older generations provide more support to younger ones than vice versa
(e.g., Kohli et al., 2010), and existing studies more often measure downward than
upward investment, especially in the case of grandparents and grandchildren (but
see, e.g., Hoff, 2007). Hence, it is relevant to pay particular attention to downward
investment. In addition, the focus is on studies conducted in Western societies.
However, we have acknowledged studies investigating non-Western societies
because they provide important reference points and help to put Western socie-
ties into perspective.

A reader’s guide to Intergenerational family relations

This book is organised into nine chapters. As a whole, the book provides cumu-
lative knowledge on intergenerational family relations, culminating in the final
chapter, which introduces the evolutionary social science approach, which can be
applied in future studies. The individual chapters are also independent entities and
can be read as such or sequentially, depending on one’s interests. In Chapter 1, we
have provided the background for the book by presenting the cooperative breed-
ing system, considering the key demographic changes related to intergenerational
family relations, discussing the problem of intradisciplinarity in intergenerational
relations research and introducing the aim of the book. Next, we briefly present
the main content of the forthcoming chapters.

Chapter 2 considers the key theories and approaches related to intergenerational
relations. First, we present the evolutionary theories behind kin altruism, namely,
the inclusive fitness and parental investment theories. Then, we turn to the key
evolutionary theories that seek to explain grandparental investment behaviour:
reproductive value, paternity uncertainty, sex-specific reproductive strategies,
sex-chromosome relatedness and resource competition. Second, we introduce the
most important social science approaches to intergenerational relations and pre-
sent models of intergenerational solidarity and intergenerational ambivalence, as
well as the lifecourse approach. In this section, we present predictions derived
from the kin keeper, parents as gatekeepers, same-sex dyad, intergenerational
stake, and need and opportunity models. Finally, we discuss the similarities and
differences between the evolutionary and social science approaches.

Chapter 3 focuses on the structure of intergenerational family ties. In this
chapter, different family constellations and the historical changes related to them
are discussed. Moreover, the demography of grandparenting is presented, with
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attention to both longer-term and more recent demographic changes. Family ties
among grandparents, parents and children, which include relationships between
biological and non-biological kin, are introduced. With regard to non-biological
kin relations, in-law, step- and adoptive relations are considered. Finally, poten-
tial future changes in intergenerational relations are presented.

Chapter 4 introduces the empirical findings from studies related to intergen-
erational kin investments. First, the findings related to the biased investment of
grandparents based on genetic relatedness, sex and lineage are considered. Next,
we turn to socioeconomic and demographic factors, such as geographical proxim-
ity, health and wealth, which are shown to be associated with intergenerational
kin investments. Finally, the role of welfare state institutions in shaping intergen-
erational relations is considered.

Chapter 5 focuses on the association between grandparental investment and
fertility. The findings from traditional and historical populations and contempo-
rary affluent societies are introduced. The findings are discussed with reference to
evolutionary and social science theories that predict the effects grandparents may
have on fertility.

Chapter 6 considers whether grandparents can improve children’s wellbeing.
First, studies that have been conducted in traditional and historical populations in
which grandparents may have helped to keep small children alive are introduced.
Second, studies that identify the correlation between grandparental investment
and children’s wellbeing in contemporary societies are reviewed. The chapter
ends with a discussion of the limitations of the existing studies.

Chapter 7 considers whether grandparental investment is related to the wellbe-
ing of grandparents themselves. First, the chapter evaluates whether grandparent-
hood (i.e., being a grandparent) is associated with the wellbeing of grandparents.
Second, the potential outcomes of active grandparenting are considered among
grandparents who are primary carers for their grandchildren, among grandparents
living in three-generational households and among grandparents living separately
from their grandchildren. The findings are discussed in terms of the potential evo-
lutionary importance of the grandparental outcomes.

Chapter 8 concentrates on aunts and uncles, who share approximately the same
amount of genes with their nieces and nephews as grandparents share with their
grandchildren. In present-day Western societies, aunts and uncles do not usually
live with one another (as opposed to grandparents), meaning that the investment
of aunts and uncles towards their nieces and nephews is more independent of one
another than the investment of grandmothers and grandfathers from the same line-
age. This means that several kin investment hypotheses can be tested among aunts
and uncles more reliably than among grandmothers and grandfathers. The factors
associated with investments made by aunts and uncles (i.e., genetic relatedness,
sex and lineage, as well as socio-economic and demographic characteristics) are
introduced. Finally, the findings from social stratification studies are discussed.

Chapter 9 summarises the key findings related to the intergenerational relations
that were reviewed in the earlier chapters. The pros and cons of these studies are
discussed, with special attention to methodological issues. Most importantly, the
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evolutionary social science approach to intergenerational relations is formulated,
and several hypotheses are provided. Thus, new avenues for intergenerational
relations studies are developed.
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