Canadian Studies in Population, Vol. 22(2), 1995, pp. 121-144.

Returning to the Parental “Nest:” Exploring a Changing
Canadian Life Course

Ellen M. Gee
Simon Fraser University
Burnaby, British Columbia, Canada

Barbara A. Mitchell
Simon Fraser University
Burnaby, British Columbia, Canada

Andrew V. Wister
Simon Fraser University
Butnaby, British Columbia, Canada

Abstract

Recently, there have been significant increases in co-residence among young adults and
their parents: young adult children remain home longer and are more likely to return home
after leaving, Prolonged intergenerational living, even if for sporadic intervals, represents a
departure from the “Tise of the primary individual” (Kobrin, 1976) witnessed in the second
half of the twentieth century. These shifis in living arrangements suggest a complexity in
the transition to adulthood that has tended to be neglected in life course research. Tn this
paper, we focus on the phenomenon of young adult children retarning to live at home,
drawing upon a random sample of 218 returners and 202 home-leavers (non-returners) in
the Greater Vancouver area in 1993-94, First, a descriptive account of refurning home is
provided on three dimensions: age at events (e.g., first home-leaving, first return), number
of returns (single vs. multiple retums), and reasons for returning home. Age, sex, and
marital status variations are also explored. Second, a proportional hazards analysis is
performed on the rate of returning home, using several variables drawn from the life course
perspective. The major predictors of returning home include: child’s marital status, reason
for leaving home, child’s main activity, family type, and age at home-Jeaving. Theoretical
implications of the results regarding families and life course transitions are discussed.

Résumé

Depuis peu, on note une augmentation significative de co-résidence panmi les jeunes
adultes et leurs parents : les jeunes adultes restent au foyer familial plus Jongtemps
et sont ensuite plus susceptibles d’y revenir. La cohabitation intergénérationnelle
prolongée, méme sporadique, constitue une démarcation par rapport # la montée de

121



Ellen M. Gee, Barbara A. Mitchell and Andrew V, Wister

I’individualisme (rise of the primary individual) (Kobrin, 1976) observée au cours de
la seconde moitié du vingtiéme siécle. Ce phénoméne suggére une complexification
du passage 4 I’dge adulte qui ne semble pas avoir retenue 1*attention des spécialistes.
Le présent article est consacré 4 I'étude d’un échantillon aléatoire de 218 jeunes
adultes revenus au domicile familial ¢t de 202 jeunes adultes qui 1’ont quitté (sans y
retourner) dans la région métropolitaine de Vancouver en 1993-94. 11 propose
d’abord un compte rendu descriptif en trois dimensions du retour au nid : fge lors
des événements clés (premier départ, premier retour); nombre de retours (simple ou
multiple), et motif du retour. L 4ge, le sexe et I’état matrimonial sont également pris
en compte. L’indice des retours an domicile familial fait ensnite I’objet d’ume
analyse proportionnelle des risques fondée sur plusieurs variables issues de la
perspective du cours de la vie. Les principaux prédicteurs du retour incluent : 1’état
matrimonial de ’enfant, le motif du départ initial de la maison, I’activité principale
de I’enfant, le type de famille, et I'ge au moment du départ initial. Les implications
théoriques des résultats concernant les familles et les transitions sont examindes.

Key Words:  living arrangements, young adults, returning home, life course

Introduction

Since the 1981 Canadian Census, a trend of increasing co-residence of young
adults and parents has been observed. This phenomenon that has come to be
known as the “cluttered nest” (Boyd and Pryor, 1989; Boyd and Norris, 1994). A
similar demographic pattern has been noted in the United States (e.g., Glick and
Lin, 1986; Grigsby and McGowan, 1986; DaVanzo and Goldscheider, 1990}, and
in western European countries, and has been attributed to both later ages at home-
leaving and a greater likelihood of returning home (Aquilino, 1990; Ward and
Spitze, 1992). The significance of the “cluttered nest” lies in its contradictory
relationship with two broad changes in family life and life course transitions.
First, it represents a departure from the more general trend toward non-family
living arrangements among the unmarried population in western socicties—the
“rise of the primary individual” (Kobrin, 1976). For example, the proportionately
larger numbers of divorced persons in these socictics are likely to live alone, and
widows, in particular, have experienced a significant tise in separate living
arrangements (Wolf, 1990). In a similar vein, remarriage rates have decreased
substantially in recent years (Ram, 1990). Second, the “cluttered nest” suggests
an increasing complexity or “disorderliness” in the transition to adulthood
(Goldscheider et al., 1993), which is in keeping with research on other life course
transitions, : :

Furthermore, a reversal in the transition to adulthood (ofien signified by the
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establishment of an independent household) may have many imporiant
ramifications. For example, returning home may affect parent-child relationships
and patterns of support (Norris and Tindale, 1994; Shehan et al, 1984; Veevers
and Mitchell, 1994), parental marital satisfaction (Clemens and Axelson, 1983,
Mitchell and Gee, 1995), living arrangement satisfaction (Aduiline, 1991;
Schnaiberg and Goldenberg, 1989; Ward and Spitze, 1992; Wister et al, 1996), as
well as future life trajectories for the adult child. For these reasons, the increasing
propensity for children to return home to live with their parental familics (dubbed
"boomerang kids") vepresents an important area of investigation.

In this paper, we explore one aspect of the trend of increasing co-residence of
young adults and parents—returns to the parental home. Although co-residence
in general has reccived attention in the literature, we argue that retwrning home
represents a special type of co-residence separate from "delayed launching.” In
fact, researchers are beginning to specifically examine the determinants of
returning home behaviour (e.g., DaVanzo and Goldscheider, 1990; Hartung and
Sweeney, 1991, Mitchell and Gee, 1996; Goldscheider and DaVanzo, 1986;

Goldscheider and Goldscheider, 1994). However, we are aware of no Canadian
studies that have investigated the factors contributing to the likelihood of home

teturning,

Theoretical Background

The theoretical framework for this research draws from the life course perspective
(c.g., Elder, 1985; Hagestad, 1990). Applying this perspective, returning home is
viewed at the centre of a discord between normative expectations on the one
hand, and reducing opportunity structures on the other hand, in the transition to
adulthood. Parents and adult children maintain normative social time-tables
about acceptable timing and sequence of significant life events, such as leaving
and returning home (e.g,, Foner, 1996, Veevers et al, 1996). However, these
transition expectations may be redefined in the face of specific characteristics and
circumstances of adult children and their parents. For example, returning home
may be viewed as more acceptable if the adult child is looking for wotk or is
continuing education, rather than employed. Also, an adult child who is married
would probably have less need to return; however, he/she (and spouse and,
perhaps, children) would place greater demands on the parental houschold than
a single child.

A complementary aspect of life course theory is the proposition that earlier life
decisions (such as a young "launch" out of the parental household) and the
circumstances surrounding those transitions (.e., the reason for leaving, in this
case) may shape later life course behaviour (including a return home) (Elder,
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1985). For example, leaving home earlier in life would be expected to increase
the probability of returning because of the difficulties encountered in maintaining
an independent household at a younger age.

A preliminary descriptive analysis of returning home behaviour (age, number and
reasons for returning home) will be guided by an examination of its prevalence,
timing and duration, in light of traditional demographic variables such as age, sex
and marital status. Also, we expect that the probability of returning home wilt
differ in terms of individual and parental (family) variables, in line with the life
course perspective’s focus on multi-level determinants of transition behaviour. We
first provide a descriptive overview of the returning home process in terms of ages
at transitions, number of returns, and reasons for returns. Second, we perform a
proportional hazards analysis of predictors of the risk of returning home.

Data and Methods

Sample and Design. This research is based on a sample of 420 families in which
both a parent and a child were interviewed, separately, by telephone. Eligibility
criteria for inclusion in the study are; residence in the Vancouver lower mainland;
ability to commmnicate in English; age (19-35 for children and 35-60 for
parents); and the interviewed child had to have left home for at least six months
during the last ten years, Based upon the child’s histoty of living arrangements,
two sub-samples of children are formed for this rescarch: home-leavers (the child
has left home for at least six months and never returned within the last 10 years,
1=202) and returners (the child has left home and returned at least once, for at
Jeast six months, with the last return docurring within the last 5 years, n=218).
The returner sample includes both adult children who are currently residing in
the parental home (n=120), and those who recently experienced a return home
but are no longer living in that arrangement (=98).

The sampling pool consisted of household numbers listed in the Greater
Vancouver Directory, with contacts made using Random Digit Dialing. In
addition, approximately 10% of the sample was contacted through snowball
sampling and through replies to advertisements placed in local newspapers. A
total of 11,050 contacts were made. Of these, 318 were non-English-speaking,
9,760 were ineligible contacts due to lack of children, age (of parent and/or
child), duration of return(s) home, duration of time away from home, or pumber
of years since child had returned home; 552 were refusals; and 420 resulted in
completed interviews (with both parent and child). However, it should be kept in
mind that some ineligible contacts probably met the study inclusion criteria but
were using the claim of ineligibility as an "easy way" to refuse. On the other
hand, some refiasals, especially cases with an immediate hang-up upon telephone
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contact, were undoubtedly not eligible anyway, We estimate that the response rate
is about 50%. Given the requirement that both a parent and child had to agree to
be interviewed, this response rate is reasonable.

The child respondents include more females than males for both home-leaver and
returner groups. Among the home-leavers, 128 (63%) are women; among the
returners, the comparable figure is 135 (62%). The adult children sampled have
an age range of 19 to 34. The mean current age of the home-leavers is 25.4 yeats;
for returners, 26.0 years, Since we lack baseline data on the distribution of the two
types of children in the general population, we cannot assess the
representativeness of our sub-samples in terms of age and sex. However, the two
groups do not vary by age and sex composition, which facilitates comparisons
between them.

Research Instrument. The research instrument is an interview consisting of
differing versions. While all respondents were asked the same set of basic
demographic and socio-economic questions, variants of the substantive part of the
interview were needed for parents and children and for the differing living
arrangement histories. The interview schedule is comprised of a combination of
open and close-ended questions, taking approximately 30-453 minutes to
complete. It sought information on a variety of issucs; €.g., the timing and factors
contributing to leaving and returning home, family relationships, perceptions of
intergenerational exchanges, arcas of conflict during co-residence, efc.
Participants were assured that all information provided would be confidential,
that they could withdraw at any time, that they did not have to answer questions if
they chose not to, and that their names would not be linked with the research
results. ‘

Descriptive Analysis. We begin the descriptive analysis (means and percentages)
with a comparisor of the mean age of first (or cnly) home-leaving for returners
and home-leavers by sex, current age, age at first home-leaving, marital status at
home-leaving, and number of returns (for returners only). For returpers, the mean
age at first return and mean duration are presenfed separately by sex, current age
(for first return only), age at first home-leaving, age at first return (for duration
only), marital status at first return, and number of returns. Next, the primary
reason for first (or only) home-leaving is compared for returners and home-
leavers by sex, age at first (or only) home-leaving, and number of returns (for
returners only). The final part of the descriptive section examines the primary
teason for the first return home (returners only) by sex, age at first-home-leaving,
age at first return, and number of returns,

Mullivariate Analysis.  In order to examine the effects of the independent
variables in a multivariate model, a proportional hazards analysis was conducted
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(see description below), This provides an opportunity to examine the independent
effects of several parental and child characteristics considered to affect patterns of
returning home,

Dependent Variable. The dependent variable sclected for the multivariate
analysis is the survival time (exposure time) between first home-leaving and a
first return home, Among home-leavers who have not returned home by the time
of the survey, survival time is measured from the time of home-leaving to the
sarvey date, These cases are censored at the time of the survey because of
incomplete informaiion about the event among some individuals who have not
been fully exposed to the risk of returning home, which is attributable to the
cross-sectional design. Proportional hazards modelling is one type of event
history analysis that has been designed to deal specifically with this type of data
preblem (Yamaguchi, 1991). The sange in duration is 0.5 to 14 years, the mean is
3.36 years with a standard deviation of 2.89 years.

Independent Variables. The independent variables include three parental
characteristics and seven child characteristics. An advantage of this data set is
that several of the independent variables (e.g., reason for home-leaving, family
type, marital status of child, and main activity of child) are time-nested, that is,
they arc measured at the time of the home-leaving or the first return, rather than
at the time of the survey only. Some of the other independent variables (e.g.,
parental education and income, and the religiosity of children) are considered to
be relatively stable over time,

The purpose of this analysis is to examine a number of independent variables
expected to affect the rate at which young adults return home because of their
salience to life course transitions. The circumstances surrounding home-leaving
and returning home are viewed as important factors affecting the desirability and
acceptability of returns to the nest. In addition, certain characteristics of parents
and children are expected to affect opportunity structures. Three parental
variables are included in the analysis: family type, education and income. Family
type is measured at the time of the last return for returners and at the time of the
survey for home-leavers. It is expected that the probability of a home return is
greater among those who come from an intact family than a step family, since
step-children are associated with more familial conflict than biological children
(Goldscheider and DaVanzo, 1986; Mitchell et al, 1989; White and Booth, 1985).
The data are collapsed into single, step-family and biological family types.

Education and income are used as measures of socio-economic status (SES). It is
anticipated that higher parental SES will result in a lower likelihood of returning
home, given that higher SES parents tend o have greater achievement
expectations of their children coupled with the fact that they tend to have more

126



Returning to the Parental “Nest:” Exploring a Changing Canadian Life
Course

financial resources with which to support an adult child's independent living
arrangement (Aquilino, 1991; Avery et al, 1992, Schnaiberg and Goldenberg,
1989). Education and income ase measured at the time of the survey and are
trichotomized as follows: parent respondent education (some high school or less,
high school grad/some post secondary, post secondary degree) and parental -
household income ($39,999, $40,000-$79,999, $30,000+).

Seven child characteristics are included in the analysis: sex, rcligiosity, ethnic
origin, marital statvs, age at home-leaving, reason for leaving home, and main
activity. The first four variables are socio-demographic characteristics considered
to affect returning home, the remaining three tap into the circumstances
sutrounding home-leaving and returning. Marital status and main activity are
measured at the time of the last return for returners and at the time of the survey
for home-leavers.

Regarding sex of "boomerang kids," sons are expected to have higher rates of
returning than daughters (Avery et al, 1992; DaVanzo and Goldscheider, 1990;
Glick and Lin, 1986; Gokischeider and Goldscheider, 1994). Sons tend to marry
later, and daughters may be deterred from returning because they anticipate that
their parents will closely supervise their social lives and expect more help with
domestic tasks (e.g., see Boyd and Pryor, 1989). Adult children who are more
religious and those who come from a non-western ethnic origin may be more
likely to return home, since cultural characteristics have been shown to affect
preferences for extended periods of co-residence or because they reflect economic
need (e.g, see Aquilino, 1990; Boyd and Pryor, 1989). Religiosity is
dichotomized as some or none; ethnic origin is collapsed into Commonwealth,
other European, and "other" countries of origin.

It is also expected that the marital status of the adult child will affect the
propensity of returning horne (Goldscheider and Goldscheider, 1994). Those who
are unmartied are expected to return home more than married or ever-matried
children because these returns do not entail the additional burden of more than
one returnee household member (i.¢., a spouse and/or children). In short, there
may be limits to the use of the parental home as a “safety net” or as a "home base"
during times of need. Adult child's marital status is measured using three
categoties (never-married, ever married, married/common-law).

Life course theory suggests that the timing of and reasons for the initial departure
ate of particular importance to life trajectories, Adult children who leave home
carlier in life are expected to be more likely to return home (Goldscheider and
DaVanzo, 1986). An early departure from home may signify an “incomplete"
transition and can affect one's ability to maintain a separate dwelling. The reason
for leaving-home may also affect returning patterns. For example, those who left
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home due to conflict are expected to be more likely to return home, possibly
because this decision was not carefully planned and did not follow "definitions of
appropriate behaviowr" (DaVanzo and Goldscheider, 1990:242). The categories
used to measure reason for leaving home include: form a relationship, work,
conflict, school, independence, “other"). Furthermore, young adults' main activity
after leaving home may affect the propensity for returning. Adult children who
are looking for work or attending school are anticipated fo return at higher rates
than those who are employed. Parents may be more accepting of "role reversals”
at this stage of the life course if their children do not have the means to live
independently (Hartung and Sweeney, 1991). The following main activity types
are used: looking for work, student, employed, “other." Main activity should be
treated with caution because our measure does not capture multiple changes in
activity that may have occurred since home-leaving, Also, it should be noted that
primary reason for returning home could not be included in the analysis because
of the inclusion of home-leavers (who had not returned by the time of the survey)
in the data,

The coding and frequency distributions of the independent variables used in the
survival analysis are presented in Appendix A. Investigation of the correlation
matrix of the independent variables (not shown in tabular form) does not reveal
problems of multicollinearity for the multivariate analysis,

Survival Analysis. Proportional hazards modelling is an event history technique
that is useful for analysing the rate at which young adults return home afier a
home-leaving event (Teachman and Hayward, 1993). A parametric hazard model
is used to estimate the hazard rate of returning home (the duration beitween home-
leaving and returning) for a set of parental and adult child variables among our
sample of adult children aged 19 to 34. The parametric model for the response
variable, duration (survival) of home-leaving, consists of a linear effect made up
of the covariates combined with the random disturbance term. The model
assumed for the response variable Y is:

Y=exp XB} + ~e

where Y is the vector of the response values (often the log of the failure times),
exp. is the exponential of the regression parameter, X is a matrix of covariate
values, B is a vector of unknown parameters (o be estimated, ~ is an unknown
scale patameter, and ¢ is a vector of errors from a selected distribution. A Weibull
distribution (exponential distribution with a scale parameter instead of restricting
the scale to 1) was assumed for the failure time. We selected a Weibull
distribution for the bascline hazard function of returning home because we
assume a distribution that is similar to that observed for home-leaving (see
Mitchell, 1994).
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Results

Descriptive Data. Tn the first part of this analysis, we focus on children who have
returned home (for a minimum period of six months within the last five years),
making some comparisons with home-leavers, when meaningful. In our sample,
most returning children do so only once (72%), although 19% retum home 2-3
times, and 9% return home 4-5 times,

Table 1. Mean Age at First/Only Home-Leaving for Returners and Home-
Leavers, Showing Sex, Current Age, Matital Status at Home-
Leaving, and Number of Returns Home

Returned Home-Leavers
Mean Age at (First) Mean Age at (Only)

Home-Leaving Home Leaving
Total 19.1 (218) 20.5 (202)
Sex
Males 19.1 (81) 20.8 (74)
Females 19,1 (133) 204 (128)
Current Age
18-24 18.6 (88) 194 (93)
25-29 19.5 (89) 2.3 (90)
30-34 19.5 (3%) 226 (19)
Marital Status at
Home-Leaving
Married/Common- 19.8 (13) 21.4 (40)
Law
Never-Married 19.1 (205) 20.3 (162)
Ever-Married - -
Number of Returns
Home
1 193 (157 -
2-3 18.8 (41) -
4-5 18.0 (20) -

Since home-leaving is the logical first step in the process (i.e., leaving precedes
fefurning), we begin with an examination of data on the mean age at first home-
leaving (sce Table 1). Comparing returners and home-leavers, we observe that
children who eventually return home tend to leave home almost one and one-half
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years younger than children who remain away. The only other noteworthy
difference between home-leavers and returners is that the latter are more likely to
be single (never-married) at the time of home-leaving; however, the majority of
both groups are never-married at home-leaving,

Table 2; Mean Age at First Return Home, Showing Sex, Current Age, Age at
First Home-Leaving, Marital Status at First Return and Number of

Returns Horme
Mean Age at First Return

Total 212 (218)
Sex
Males 21,2 (83)
Females 21.3 (135
Current Age
18-24 19.6 (88)
25-29 22,0 (89)
30-34 224 (3%)
Age at First Home-Leaving
<19 19.3 (50)
19+ 226 (128)
Marital Status at First Return
Home
Married/Common-Law 23.0 (18)
Never-Married 20.9 (190)
Ever-Married 238 (10)
Number of Returns Home
1 21.6 (156)
2-3 20,8 (40)
4-5 , 19.4 (19

Focussing on returner children, the mean age at first home-leaving is 19.1 years,
with no sex difference. The mean age is younger for persons currently aged 18-24
(18.6) than for those aged 25 and over (19.5). Almost all returners are not
married at the time of first home departure, rendering useless distributional data
on age at home-leaving by marital status at time of home-leaving. Table 1 also
indicates a relationship between age at first home-leaving and number of returns
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home, i.e., the younger the age at home-leaving, the greater the likelihood of
multiple returns. Overall, the data in Table 1 suggest that home-leaving age is
unrelated to gender and marital status, but is associated with returning home
behaviour i two ways. First, the younger the age at first home-leaving, the
greater the likelihood of returning home; and second, the younger the age at first
hotne-leaving, the greates the probability of returning home more than once.

The mean age at first return home is 21.2 years, and does not differ by sex. See
Table 2. Younger age at first return is associated with younger current age,
younger age at first home-leaving, never-married marital status, and multiple
returns home. The first three relationships are expected, given age-related
selectivitics associated with life course transitions, However, the relationship
between age at first retum and number of returns home is noteworthy, suggesting
that young age at home-leaving and home-retumning is a good indicator of an
“ncomplete” trasition to adulthood. This finding also suggests that a relatively
small group of persons—who (leave home and) return home at young ages—
acoounts for a disproportionate amount of returns to the parental home.

Overall, the mean duration of time (in years) between first homeleaving and first
return, as portrayed in Table 3, is approximately 2 years, Variations occur along
the dimensions of age at first return, marital status at first return, and number of
retarns home (and again, not gender). As might be expected, adult children who
return home at younger ages (<21 years) have a much shorter period of time “on
their own” (mean=1.1 years) than persons who return home at older ages
(tnean=3.0 years), However, a similar relationship docs not exist between age at
first home-leaving and duration of time between first home-leaving and first
return, This suggests that something other than merely time accounts for the
relationship between age at first return and duration between home-leaving and
returning, To some degree, another factor is differences in marital status, but the
numbers of persons who are not never-matried is too small for this to be a major
determinant. Tt is possible that persons who first return home at older ages (214)
take longer fo do it, given normative prescriptions about independent living
(Veevers et al,, 1996), and perhaps have different reasons for returning, It can
also be noted in Table 3 that the mean duration time between first home-leaving
and first return is shorter for multiple returnets, particularly those with 4-5
returns home.

131



Ellen M. Gee, Barbara A. Mitchell and Andrew V, Wister

Table 3. Mean Duration of Time (in years) Between‘First Home-Leaving and
First Return, by Sex, Age at First Home-Leaving, Age at First
Return, Marital Status at First Return, and Number of Returns

Home
Mean Duration (years)

Total 2.1 (21%)
Sex
Males 2.0 (83)
Females 2.1 (135)
Age at First Home - Leaving
<19 2.2 (90)
19+ 1.9 (128)
Age at First Return
<21 LY (107)
21+ 3.0 (111)
Marital Status at First Return
Married/Common - Law 3.5 (18)
Never - Married 1.8 (190)
Ever-Married 4.8 (10
Number of Returns Home
1 2.2 (156)
2-3 2.0 (40)
4.5 1.5 (19)

In an attempt to shed light on the above findings, we now turn {o data on
perceived reasons for home-leaving and home-returning, Table 4 presents data on
the primary or most important reason, provided by the-child respondents, for (first
or only) home-leaving. The somewhat nebulous “wanted independence” is the
reason most frequently provided as most important by both home-leavers and
returners, although more so by home-leavers (42.6%) than by returner children
(30.9%). A major difference between the two groups relates to relationship
formation as the primary reason for home-leaving—27.2% among home-leavers
and 11.5% among returners. In contrast, returners are more likely to initially
leave home for work and because of conflict at home.
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Table4. Percentage Distribution of Primary Reason for First Home-Leaving, for Returners and
Homeleavers, by Sex, Age at First Home-Leaving and Number of Returns

Total Sex Age at First Nusnber of Returns
Home-Leaving

M F <19 19+ 1 2-3 4-5

Returners
Primary Reason:
To Form 115 85 133 28 140 128 4.8 15.0
Relationship
To Go To Wark 184 195 178 2.1 190 179 195 200
To Go To School 157 110 185 168 110 167 146 100
Wanted 309 366 274 364 360 321 293 50
Independence
Conflict at Home 129 171 101 224 80 115 171 15.0
Other 10.6 73 129 5.6 12,0 9.0 47 150

Home - Leavers

To Form 272 203 313 151 316 - - -
Relationship
To Go To Work 4.5 8.1 2.3 1.9 54 - - -
To Go To School 114 162 g6 170 94 - - -
Wanted 426 405 430 358 M3 - - -
Independence
Conflict at Home 8.9 54 109 226 40 - - -
Other 54 9.5 9 7.6 53 - - -

Among returners, some gender differences emerge when examining the primary
reason for first home-leaving. Young women are more likely than men to leave to
form a relationship and to go to school, and less likely to leave for independence
and because of home conflict. Only one of these gender differences, relationship
formation, is repeated within the home-leaver group. In terms of age at first
home-leaving, returners who left home young are more likely to cite conflict at
home and less likely to provide relationship formation and work as primary
reasons for first home-leaving, in comparison with returners who initially left
home at older ages. Similar differences exist among the home-leavers.
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Data on the most important reason for the last return (which, it will be recalled, is
the only return for 72% of the sample) are provided in Table 5. The reasons given
are clearly related to child’s, rather than parental, needs. Overall, about one-half
of the reasons are financial, which fits in with everyday notions that children are
returning home because of the worsening economic climate and high rates of
unemployment. However, it does not appear that economic hardship per se is a
major reason; rather, the Financial-Other reasons (particularly “to save money”)
are more important which is in keeping with that of DaVanzo and Goldscheider
(1990) and Hartung and Sweeney (1991). Another important reason, with
financial aspects itself, is school attendance, Nearly 30% of the retumners who
had left home before the age of 19 cite schooling as the primary reason for their
return home; thus, normative prescriptions about completing school before home-
leaving appear to be breaking down. Psychological reasons constitute a non-
negligible percentage of responses such as wanting the comforts of home and the
companionship of parents and not feeling ready to be on one’s own.
Psychological reasons are more often reported by persons who left home young,
return home young, and return home more than once. Therefore, it appears that,
at least for some children, the option to attempt an early transition to adulthood
exists, an option which contains a safety valve-—the parental home.

Proportional Hazards Analysis. Table 6 provides the parameter estimates,
standard errors, chi-square statistics, level of statistical significance, and the
hazard rate for the proportional hazards model. Teachman and Hayward
(1993:342) siate that the baseline hazard function:

“refers to the instantancous rate of experiencing the event when all of
the covariates take the value of 0 .. and while constant across
individuals, can vary across time. For a one unit increase in a given
covariate, X, the multiplicative change in the baseline hazard rate is
given by exp. (B). A simple transformation of the parameter estimate for
a given covariate, 100 (exp. (B) - 1), yields the percentage change in the
hazard rate for a one-unit increase in the predictor variable,”

1t should be noted that the parameter estimates and hazard rates should be
interpreted carefully, A Weibull hazard function models the natural logarithm of
the survival times in a state of home-leaving, Positive estimates indicate longer
duration times or a lower hazard rate of returning home; negative estimates
indicate shorter duration times or a higher hazard rate of returning home. A chi-
square statistic is computed for each parameter estimate to evalvate the fevel of
statistical significance (Parker, 1977). The parameter estimate, chi-square, and p
level are provided for each interval-level variable and for each category of
nominal level variables (coded as one) except for the last category, which is
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treated as the comparison group (coded as zero) to create a seties of dummy

vatiables.

Table 6. Proportional Hazards Model for Returning Homme

Parental Variables Parameter Standard Chi-Square Hazard
Estimate Error Rate

Family Type 6.21%
single 031 0.18 3,04 -
step 0.47 022 4.63* 60%
biclogical (ref)

Respondent Education 1.34
some h.g, or less -0.02 0.23 0.01 -
some h.s. grad/some post -0.15 0.13 1,24 -
post-sec. degree (ref)

Household Income 4.11
<=$39,999 (.28 0.20 1.91 -
$40,000 - $79,999 0.07 0.15 0.22 -
$80,000 + (ref)

Child Variableg

Gender
female -0.02 0.13 6.03 -
male (ref.)

Religiosity 0.44
rarely (ref))
sometimes 0.03 0.16 0.03 -
regularly 0.10 0.23 0.21 -

Ethnic Origin 0.92
other European 0.11 0.23 0.23 -
other -0.11 0.15 0.53 -
Commonwealth (ref))

Age at Homo-Leaving 0.08 003 747 9%

Marita] Status 69.76%%*
never married -2.01 0.25 §5.39%%% -87%
ever married -0.83 0.37 4.89% -56%
matried/c.. (ref))

cont’d.
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Table 6 cont’d.
Parental Variables Parameter Standard Chi-Square Hazard
Estimate Error Rate
Reason Leaving 35.204mk
form relationship 0.40 0.23 3.09 -
work -0.69 0.19 13,724 -50%
conflict -0.32 0.21 221 -
school 0.33 021 2.53 -
other -0.81 0.22 13.87%# -55%
independence (ref)
Main Activity 33,30%*
looking for work -0.85 0.22 14,5144+ -57%
student -0.20 0.17 135 -
other -0.82 0.17 24, 574 -56%
employed (ref)
Intercept 2.07 0.71 8.57%
Log-likelihood of Weibull = -433.65
scale = 0.88

<05 Wp<01  #Mp<00]
h.s. = high school, post = post secondary, o.. = common law

Only one parental variable—parental family type— is statistically significant.
Adult children who have a step-parent at the time of the first return (or at the time
of the survey for home-leavers) have a hazard rate of returning home that is 60%
lower than those with biological parents. The single/biological parent contrast
does not arise as statistically significant. Also, the parent respondent's education
and the parental houschold income have insignificant effects on the probability of
teturning home,

Four of the seven adult child characteristics are significant predictors of returning
home: age at home-leaving, marital status of child, reason for home-leaving, and
mgin activity. These four variables are discussed in order of importance. As
expected, marital status of adult children has a significant effect on the
probability of returning home, Never-married adult children have a hazard rate of
retrning home that is 87% higher than those who are married. Also, the hazard
rate for ever-married adult children is 56% higher. Thus, single and ever-married
are considerable more likely to return to the parental "nest" than married adult
children. Main activity also is found to be a strong predictor of returning home.
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Adult children who are locking for work, and those in the "other" category,
display hazard rates of returning that are 57% and 56% higher, respectively, than
adult children who are employed. The student/employed dichotomy is not
statistically significant,

Reason for leaving home is also very important in determining patierns of
retarning home, Adult children who leave home for employment, and those who
leave home for "other” reasons (e.g., 1o travel) have hazard rates that are 50% and
55% higher than those who leave home to achieve independence. The other
leaving home reasons (to form a rclationship, conflict and school) are
insignificant factors, Finally, the age af home-leaving is shown to slightly
decrease the hazard rate of returning home (hazard rate = 9%). Adult children
who leave later are less likely to return home. And conversely, early leavers arc
more likely to return home. The sex, level of religiosity and ethnic origin of the
adult child do not surface as important predictors of returning home.

Discussion

Taken together, the data here inform us about returning home in a number of
ways. While it has been recognized that the “cluttered nest” contains two
dimensions (later age at home-leaving and returns to the parental home), it has
not been emphasized that these two aspects represent different behaviours and
different persons. The returners, our focus here, are likely to leave home at carly
ages, with multiple returners leaving home at the youngest ages. Thus, they
exhibit a very different pattern of behaviour than delayed home-leavers, with
whom they are often aggregated as constituent of the “cluttered nest.”

That both earlier and later home-leaving contribute to the “cluttered nest”
phenomenon illustrates the layers of tension between economic factors and
normative expectations (i.e., social time-tables) in the transition to adulthood. For
example, returners. tend not to return home out of dire economic necessity, but
rather in an attempt to “get ahead” financially; returning home is a “resource”
that may be used, despite normative expectations of independent living. This is an
important point, because it serves to counter overly-simplistic accounts of the role
of a declining economy in affecting the transition to adulthood. All too often,
increased co-residence of young adult children and parent(s) is viewed as a direct
function of rising unemployment rates and reduced economic opportunities for
the young. A recent Canadian work (C0té and Allahar, 1994) refers to today’s
young people as a “generation on hold,” negatively characterized by a prolonged
dependency on parents (including longer co-residence) as the direct result of
diminishing economic prospects. However, our data suggest a more complicated
picture. Not only are children more Iikely to return home in order to get ahead

138



Returning to the Parental “Nest:” Exploring a Changing Canadian Life
Course

financially than because they are “flat broke,” but this is the case regardless of
parental socio-cconomic status (as measured by parental education and income).

Another aspect of the tension between ecomomic factors and normative
expectations is that changing normative prescriptions about school completion
and home-leaving sequencing (a dimension of social time-tables), in conjunction
with declining economic (job) opportunities, result in children leaving home
before finishing school, but may create circumstances that increase their
likelihood of returning home. For example, youth leaving home to gain
employment are considerably more likely to return than if they leave home to
achieve independence.

This illustrates that earlier decisions can shape later life-course behaviour. In the
same vein, the timing of home-~lcaving sets up a “chain reaction,” it is not only
that earlier timing affects later timing (which is a well-known tenet of the life
course perspective), but also that earlier timing contributes to the actual
occurrence (or non-gecurrence) of a life course event, in this case refurning
home, The life course trajectory, then, is conditioned (ot determined, of course)
by time-tabling at younger ages.

Our data also suggest that, while we may have created a normative “looseness”
about home-leaving (ie, a diminution in social time-tables, at least
behaviourally), our society has not produced the social-psychological conditions
to support young people “on their own,” This can be seen in Table 5, which
indicates that persons who leave home at young ages and persons with multiple
returns are more likely to give psychological reasons for their fitst return home.
Such data may exemplify a youthful version of “age and structural lag” (Riley et
al, 1994).

The data here bear on the question of the relative importance of children’s versus
parental variables in home-returning behaviour in two ways: 1) the data on
reasons for refurning (Table 5) show that children’s needs predominate by a
substantial margin; and 2) the proportional hazards analysis (Table 6) reveals that
child characteristics are more important than parental variables in determining
the likelihood of returning home. If children want or need to return home, there is
a place for them, for the most part, regardless of family characteristics. That
family/household extension is generally possible, even if for sporadic time petiods
only, reveals a flexibility in living arrangements and a durability in family
relationships that make the often strident claims about family decline at the end of
the twentieth centuty {e.g., Gairdner, 1992) questionable. However, it is the case
that children whose parent(s) is remarried are much less likely to return to the
parental home. Interestingly, children whose parents are single are not similarly
constrained from returning home, illustrating in another way that familial
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economic ¢ircumstance is not a decisive factor in returning home. However, the
data regarding children in step families suggest that the life course transitions of
other family members may play a role in life course trajectories.

Owerall, the results of the proportional hazards analysis indicate that returning
home is conditioned by factors related fo home-leaving (g, age at home-leaving,
reason for leaving, main activity afler leaving home), giving clear support 1o the
life course theory’s emphasis on the inter-relatedness of life course transitions.
Variables that the child has no control over, such as parental SES, gender, and
ethnic origin do not surface as significant predictors of retwrning home, These
findings suggest an individuated life course, but cne that is influenced by
choices/decisions made at young ages.

Endnotes

1. These eligibility criteria reduce the generalizability of our findings. Specifically, cur resulis cannot be
extended to non-English-speaking families, dyads in which there is a large age gap between parent and
child, and situations where children ledave home for very short periods,

2. The two types of returners do not differ in age and sex composition, and the average length of time
since last living at homie is only 3/5 years for those currently not living with their parents.

3, Ithas been reported that young men are more likely to retuen home than young wotmen (DaVanzo and
Goldscheider, 1990). Ifihat is the case in Canada as well, our sample of adult children over-represenits
females.

4, Tt should be kept in mind that the two groups are almost identical in eurrent age and sex distribution.
5. Welack the data to examine the duration of time between refums,
6. The reasons are obtained from a structured question, with the option of a selfselected response,

7. Includes both mauriage and common-law arrangements. The majority of cases are comumon-law
arrangements.

8. It will be recalled that marital status and main activity are measured at the time of the first return for
retummers, and at the time of the survey for home-leavers. Age and reason for home-leaving are
measured at the time of home-leaving for all respondents,

9. The overall lack of gender differences in this study is worthy of note. Other research indicates that
wonien leave home at earlier ages, and young men are more likely o retum home (Da Vanzo and
Goldscheider, 1990; Mitchell, 1994). We cannct ascerlain whether our data reflect a convergence
between males and females in recent years, or if our sample is simply anomalous.
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Appendix A Coding and Frequency Distributions for Independent Variables in the Proportionat

Hazards Model

Variable Categories Frequency Percent

(1) Parental Characteristics

Family Type* 1. biological (ref)) 280 66.7
2. single ) 21.2
3. step 48 11.4
missing 3 0.7

Parental Education 1. some high school or less 4 10.2
2. high school grad or some 209 49.8
3. posi-secondary or degree (ref)) 168 40,0

Household Incotme 1. <39,999 75 17.9
2. 40,000 - 79,999 218 519
3. 80,000 + (refl) 127 30.2

(2) Characteristics of Child

Sex 1. males = 1 (ref) 157 374
2, females = 2 263 62.6

Appendix cont’d.
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Appendix A cont’d,

Variable Categories Frequency Percent

Religiosity of Child 1. never/rarely 282 67.1
2. sometimes (ref.) 96 22.9
3. once a week 42 10.0

Ethnic Origin of Child 1. Commonwealth (ref’) 273 65.0
Canadian, American, British
2. other European (French 99 236
Canadians included) 41 2.8
3. other 7 1.6
1issing

Marital Staius " 1. married/common-law (ref.) 100 238
2. never martied 302 719
3. ever matried 18 43

Age of Home-Leaving * 1.13-18 143 340
2,19-22 212 50.5
.23+ 65 15.5

Primary Reason for Leaving 1. form a relationship® 80 19.0
2. went to work 49 1.7
3. independence (ref.) 152 36.2
4, conflict at home 46 1.0
5. achool 57 il.6
6. other (e.g., travel) 35 83
missing 1 0.2

Main Activity * 1. employed fi/pt (ref’) 233 555
2. looking for worl 20 48
3. student 132 314
4, other 25 6.0
missing 10 24

" These variables arc time-nested. Family type, marital status and main activity are constructed

at the time of first return for returners and at the time of the survey for home-leavers.

¥ Includes those leaving to marry or to live with boy/girlfriend.

© Age at home-leaving is used in its interval form for the proportionat hazards analysis,
Missing values were recoded as the middle-category for ordinal variables and the mode for

categorical variables,

ref. = reference eategory.
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