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SHORT COMMUNICATION

Changes to family structure, household composition and
address among young New Zealanders: an update
Helena M. McAnally a, Judith L. Sligo a, Joanne Baxter b, Janine E. Tansleya,
Aroha E. Boltona and Robert J. Hancox a

aDepartment of Preventive and Social Medicine, University of Otago, Dunedin, New Zealand; bKōhatu,
Centre for Hauora Māori, University of Otago, Dunedin, New Zealand

ABSTRACT
In this article, we describe the life-time family structures, living
arrangements, and residential mobility of 612 15-year-old New
Zealanders and consider the differences in experiences of
children born to younger and older mothers. All participants had
a parent who is a member of the Dunedin Multidisciplinary
Health and Development Study. Maternal age at the participant’s
birth ranged from 16.3 to 41.0 years. Data on young people’s life-
time care arrangements, household composition and shifts were
collected from their primary caregiver via a life history calendar.
Fewer than half lived in a household consisting of two biological
parents and only a fifth had lived in a household consisting of
only nuclear family members for all 15 years. Most also
experienced multiple changes of address (median 6, range 1–27).
Those born to older parents tended to have fewer changes to
care arrangements and family structures but most young people
experienced a substantial degree of change across their lives.
These data indicate that complexity and change are normal in
young New Zealanders’ living arrangements. We argue that
conventional ideas about family structure should be re-examined.
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Introduction

Our previous research (Sligo et al. 2017) indicated that young people in Aotearoa New
Zealand experience a diverse, complex, and frequently changing set of living circum-
stances. This is important because this degree of complexity and change is poorly recog-
nised by the policies, practice, and research aimed at supporting young people. In
Aotearoa New Zealand, there has also been a general change in family structure over
time, with people having children later, repartnering, and having children outside of
marriage being more common than was the case in the 1970s (Law Commission 2017).

Both local and international findings (Pew Research Center, 2015; OECD Family
Database 2019; Office for National Statistics 2019) indicate that diverse family structures
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are common and while this is acknowledged in some research (Cribb 2009; Pearce et al.
2018), others argue that the dominant Pākeha family structure in Aotearoa New Zealand
is still the nuclear family (Elkington 2017). Regarding a nuclear family as the normative
standard for family’s living arrangements fails to take into consideration cultural vari-
ations in parenting and family systems and structures, reflecting a set of values that do
not reflect the current diversity of society (Elkington 2017). This perspective can
create systemic social issues, including inadequate social support for families that are
non-nuclear (Joy and Beddoe 2019).

This perspective also implicitly assumes that families with two parents living in the
same household are the standard to which other family forms are (usually negatively)
compared. One of the potential consequences of such assumptions is the pathologising
of what is increasingly a normative human experience: living in a non-nuclear family.
Thus, research in the field of family functioning includes work where divorce is con-
sidered to be a public health problem (e.g. Vezzetti 2016) and, despite its ubiquity, par-
ental separation is considered to be an adverse childhood experience (Felitti et al. 1998;
Purewal et al. 2016; Crouch et al. 2019). Similarly, younger parents (who are more likely
to live in non-nuclear family arrangements) are often pathologised not only as ‘bad’
parents but also as social problems (McDermott and Graham 2005; Perrier 2013).
However, nuclear families are not necessarily less complex: they are often not static
and undergo periods of change: nor are they necessarily ‘well-functioning’ when they
are static (Kelly and Emery 2003).

The extent of variability in family circumstances in populations has not been well
described. Demographic changes to the average age of parenting (it is now 30 for first-
time mothers in Aotearoa New Zealand (Statistics New Zealand 2018)), means that
those parenting in their twenties are now considered younger parents. However, little
research has focused on the experience of younger parents who are not adolescents.
Rather, research on young parents has typically focused on teenage parents, despite
the fact that adolescent birth rates have been in decline world-wide since the 1960s (Fur-
stenberg 2016; World Bank Group 2020). Similarly, the needs of those who begin parent-
ing after their teens but at younger than the median age are generally ignored in research,
policy, and practice.

Research and social views on young parenting for Māori reveal discrimination and
colonised viewpoints on young parenting (Strickett and Moewaka-Barnes 2012; Elk-
ington 2017). However, young parenting is not necessarily perceived to be a disad-
vantage or to be problematic by young parents themselves, despite young parents
being aware of a stigma against younger parenting (McDermott and Graham 2005;
Strickett and Moewaka-Barnes 2012; Elkington 2017). Furstenberg (2016) notes that
births to young mothers are a product of disadvantage rather than a cause. That
is, births to young women are more likely to occur if the young women are
already socially and/or economically disadvantaged although the stigma associated
with younger parenting may exacerbate any disadvantages already present (Barcelos
and Gubrium 2014; Ellis-Sloan 2014). It should also be noted that there are cultural
and other important social differences that are associated with family structure
(including the timing of child birth and number of children in a family) and that
these differences should be recognised in policy, practice, and research (Didham
and Boddington 2011; Urale et al. 2019).
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The widespread changes to family structure in recent decades mean that it is
important for researchers and policy makers to continue to reflect on and understand
what constitutes ‘family’ and also how this changes over the life course and with time.
The current research extends our previous research on family complexity in a sample
of 209 young people (Sligo et al. 2017) to include a larger, more representative par-
ticipant group with a broader range of parental ages at the time of the child’s
birth, allowing us to compare the lives of children of younger and older mothers.
We aim to describe care and co-residence with biological parents and other co-resi-
dents, changes to care, and residential mobility across the first 180 months of life
for 612 young people.

Methods

The Next Generation Study is a sub-study of the Dunedin Multidisciplinary Health
and Development Study (Dunedin study), a longitudinal investigation of health and
behaviour in a cohort of 1037 people born in 1972–1973 in Dunedin (Poulton
et al. 2015). Since 2007, the Next Generation Study has invited each of the 15-year-
old biological, step and foster children of this cohort to undertake a multidisciplinary
assessment.

Participants

The Next Generation Study participants were born between 1991 and 2004. All partici-
pants are the children of Dunedin Study members and therefore not a random popu-
lation sample. The age range of biological mothers (either Study Members or those
who had a child with a Study Member) at the time of the Next Generation participant’s
birth was between 16.3 and 41.0 years, with a median age of 26.3 years (the 306 partici-
pants with mothers younger than this median form our younger mothers group). The age
range of all biological fathers was 17.5–48.3, with a median age of 27.9 at the time of the
Next Generation participant’s birth (ages were missing for 31 fathers). Maternal and
paternal ages at the time of their child’s birth were correlated at 0.59, p < 0.001. Forty-
nine percent (299 of 612) of the participants are girls. At the time of their assessment
525 of the participants were living in New Zealand, 79 in Australia, and eight in other
countries. Self-identified ethnicity data were collected using the New Zealand census
question, which permits reporting of multiple ethnicities. Sixteen percent (n = 100)
identified as Māori, 91% as New Zealand European/Pākeha (n = 556), and 5% (n = 32)
as Pacific Island. Twenty-six percent (n = 162) identified with more than one ethnic
group. At the time of their assessment 525 of the participants were living in New
Zealand, 79 in Australia, and 8 in other countries.

Measures

The life history calendar (LHC) is a chart capturing the people that the Next Generation
Study participant lived with, and where they lived between birth and their fifteenth birth-
day (180 months of data). Trained interviewers guided participants through a description
their lives using the LHC as a visual aid (Sligo et al. 2011, 2017).
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Biological parents

The proportion of the 180 months of each participant’s life spent living with each biologi-
cal parent was calculated. We also assessed the parental care arrangements for each year
of life using a modified version of the six care arrangement categories in Smyth et al.
(2004):

. Category 1: Two biological parent household.

. Category 2: Shared care arrangements, each biological parent has at least 35% care.

. Category 3: Primary care. Children have a primary parental carer and less than 35% of
the time with their other parent.

. Category 4: Sole parent care. Children have no residential contact with one of their
biological parents.

. Category 5: No parental care. Less than 35% contact with both biological parents.

. Category 6: Changing care and living arrangements during the course of a year.

Using these categories, we assessed the stability of care on a year-to-year basis
(whether the care arrangement remained in place for consecutive 12 month periods or
not), the life-time stability of the care arrangements, and the number of care arrangement
changes.

Other measures

We also report on the nature, number and duration of the participants’ co-resident
relationships (see Sligo et al. 2017 for details). Finally, we assessed how many locations
each participant had lived in. Remaining at the same address for 180 months meant
they had only lived in one location, shifting oncemeant that they had lived in two locations.
Moving to shared care between households would also involve a shift in location.

Results

All 612 participants spent at least some of their lives living with their biological mother.
Most had spent some time living with both parents. However, 6% never lived with their
biological father (see Figure 1). Fifty-three percent of the participants (white segment and
vertical bar segment combined) spent all 180 months living with both biological parents,
although only 40% (vertical bar segment) lived with both parents in the same house for
all 180 months: the others (13%) remained in shared parental care after parents separ-
ated. Children born to younger mothers were less likely to live in a two-parent house
for 180 months and more likely to have a non-resident father (see Supplementary
Figure 1a,b).

Parental care arrangements

Parental care arrangements for each year are shown in Table 1. At birth, almost 80% of
the sample were in two-parent household care (Category 1), but by age 15, less than half
lived in a two-parent household and almost 44% were either in sole parent or some form
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of multiple-resident care (Categories 2, 3, or 4). The number of children in primary or
sole care continued to increase until around age 11 and remained at similar levels
after that. At all ages, the biological mother was most likely to be the primary or sole
carer (mothers were carers for all 62 children who had sole parents between birth and
age one, 104 of 111 at age five, 116 of 123 at age 10 and 120 of 131 at age 15). Category
6 (changing arrangements) was high in the first year of life because participants’ parents
often changed living arrangements shortly after the birth of their child. Changing care
also increased as participants became teenagers.

Fifty-seven per cent (348 of 612) of participants experienced a change in care arrange-
ments during their lives: only 264 remained in the same care arrangement from birth to
age 15 (Table 2). Movement between categories was common, so the participants in any
given category at age 15 were not necessarily those who had been in that category at birth.

Figure 1. Time (in months) spent living with biological parents for the whole sample.

Table 1. Care arrangements by year.
Category 1:
two-parent
household

Category 2:
shared care

Category 3:
primary care

Category 4:
sole parent

care

Category 5:
no parental

care

Category 6:
changing

care

At age n % n % n % n % n % n %

1 489 79.90 0 0 7 1.14 62 10.13 0 0 54 8.82
2 468 76.47 2 0.33 18 2.94 74 12.09 0 0 50 8.17
3 442 72.22 5 0.82 29 4.74 97 15.85 2 0.33 37 6.05
4 415 67.81 13 2.12 43 7.03 104 16.99 5 0.82 32 5.23
5 402 65.69 18 2.94 48 7.84 111 18.14 4 0.65 29 4.74
6 377 61.60 20 3.27 67 10.95 112 18.30 2 0.33 34 5.56
7 365 59.64 29 4.74 75 12.25 113 18.46 3 0.49 27 4.41
8 356 58.17 32 5.23 87 14.22 109 17.81 5 0.82 23 3.76
9 343 56.05 36 5.88 89 14.54 116 18.95 6 0.98 22 3.59
10 330 53.92 41 6.70 93 15.20 123 20.10 5 0.82 20 3.27
11 318 51.96 40 6.54 98 16.01 127 20.75 7 1.14 22 3.59
12 307 50.16 51 8.33 96 15.69 130 21.24 7 1.14 21 3.43
13 297 48.53 50 8.17 99 16.18 126 20.59 10 1.63 30 4.90
14 290 47.39 52 8.50 93 10.15 128 20.92 10 1.63 39 6.37
15 288 47.06 50 8.17 88 14.38 131 21.44 16 2.61 39 6.37
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For example, 288 (47%) participants were living with both of their biological parents at
age 15 but 46 (16%) of these had a different care arrangement at a younger age.

Data for five-year spans and across the life-time are shown in Table 2. The final line
shows the number of participants in each category who remained in that category their
whole life. Of the 264 participants in the same care arrangement for all 180 months, 242
(92%) were in two-parent households. The other twenty-two were in the sole parent cat-
egory, (data are only presented for teen’s care arrangements with their biological
parents). Of the 37 participants who never lived with their biological father, 23 lived
with their mother for their entire lives. The other 14 participants changed care categories
either because they entered a care arrangement with other family members, boarded else-
where, or spent time in state-provided care.

While some changes may have been minor (such as increasing contact with the non-
primary caregiver parent), others were more extreme (changing primary caregiver com-
pletely). Some participants experienced very frequent changes to their caregiving
arrangements on a year-by-year basis (Table 3). Not living with either biological
parent for the entire 180 months was more common among participants whose
mothers were younger than the median age of 26.3 at the participant’s time of birth
20.6% vs 4.9% for those born to older mothers.

Other household members

In addition to their biological parents, most young people lived with a wide range of
people over their lives: the median number of co-residents was seven (Table 4). The

Table 2. Stability of care from one 12-month period to the next for 612 young people.
People born to

younger mothers (n =
306)

People born to older
mothers (n = 306)

Whole sample (N =
612)

In stable care (was in
current category in
previous year)

In stable care (was in
current category in
previous year)

In stable care (was in
current category in
previous year)

Age n % n % N %

Birth–1 year n/a n/a n/a
1–2 years 242 79.08 275 89.78 517 84.34
2–3 years 240 78.43 281 91.83 521 84.99
3–4 years 250 81.70 280 91.50 530 86.46
4–5 years 269 87.91 273 89.22 542 88.42
5–6 years 271 88.56 272 88.89 543 88.58
6–7 years 262 85.62 276 90.20 538 87.77
7–8 years 280 91.50 286 91.50 566 92.33
8–9 years 275 89.87 291 95.10 566 92.33
9–10 years 278 90.85 285 93.14 563 91.84
10–11 years 274 89.54 282 92.16 556 90.70
11–12 years 262 85.62 288 94.12 550 89.72
12–13 years 266 86.93 285 93.14 551 89.89
13–14 years 256 83.66 281 91.83 537 87.60
14–15 years 253 82.68 282 92.16 535 87.28
Sustained stable carea

Birth–5 174 56.86 236 77.12 410 66.99
5–10 years 209 68.30 230 75.16 439 71.73
10–15 years 185 60.46 240 78.43 425 69.44
Birth–15 years 95 31.05 169 55.23 264 43.14
aSustained stable care refers to remaining in the same care category for the entire time span indicated (so in the case of
the Birth to 15 years period, 180 months).
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306 participants with younger mothers had a median of 9 co-residents (range of 2–33)
and a total of 2916 people who have lived with them, whereas participants born to the
306 older mothers had a median of six co-residents (range 2–28, total 1939).

We also assessed the number of types of different relationships participants had with
co-residents. Living in a ‘nuclear family’ (as conventionally defined) consists of three
relationship types (mother, father and full biological siblings). Only 126 (20.6%) lived
their whole lives in households containing only nuclear family members.

The number of people that participants had lived with for part (but not all) of their
lives is shown in Figure 2. In order to illustrate the number of interpersonal transitions,
the counts exclude parents, older siblings and other co-residents that participants had

Table 3. Frequency of change to care arrangement for 612 young people.

Number of year by year
changes to care arrangementa

People born to
younger mums (n =

306) %

People born to
older mums (n =

306) %
Whole sample

(n = 612) %

0 95 31.04 169 55.22 264 43.14
1 53 17.32 33 10.78 86 14.05
2 60 19.60 54 17.65 114 18.63
3 34 11.11 18 5.88 52 8.50
4 30 9.80 16 5.23 46 7.52
5 12 3.92 11 3.59 23 3.76
6 11 3.59 3 0.98 14 2.29
7 7 2.28 1 0.33 8 1.31
8 or more 4 1.31 1 0.33 5 0.82
aThis only includes changes from one year to the next. Changes within a year are not included.

Table 4. Relationship of 4855 cohabitants to the participants.
Months sharing a house

Range

Relationship Type n Median Lowest Highest

Biological mother 612 180 15 180
Biological fathera 575 180 1 180
Step-mother 207 36 1 156
Step-father 309 57 1 180
Foster mother 13 9 1 99
Foster father 11 9 1 99
Adoptive parents 5 155 154 174
Biological sibling 744 156 3 180
Half-sibling 407 84 1 180
Step-sibling 267 34 1 156
Foster sibling 38 12 1 72
Whāngai siblingsb 4 30.5 10 35
Grandmother 280 10 1 180
Grandfather 206 7 1 180
Aunt 118 12 1 179
Uncle 144 10.5 1 164
Cousin 130 6 1 179
Other relative 109 6 1 180
Flatmate/housemate 235 12 1 102
Boarder 115 6 1 72
Friend 161 6 1 106
Other non-relative (e.g. friend’s child) 195 6 1 179
aNote that 37 biological fathers have never lived with their children. If these fathers are added to the 575 fathers who
have spent some time living with their children, then the median number of months fathers spend with some residen-
tial care of their children is 180, with a range of 0–180 months.

bExtended family care arrangement.

KOTUITUI: NEW ZEALAND JOURNAL OF SOCIAL SCIENCES ONLINE 7



always lived with, but the addition of a younger sibling is included because this marks a
transition for the participant. The median number of transitions (people moving into
or out of a household/s where a participant lives) a participant experienced was 5
(range 0–33), although it was higher in younger than older mothers (see Supplementary
Figure 2a,b).

Moving residence

The median number of locations lived in by participants is 6 (range 1–27) for the whole
sample, which approximates to a shift in residence every two and a half years from birth
to age 15 (Figure 3). These numbers are slightly inflated by the fact that some participants
lived in more than one house due to shared or primary care arrangements. (See Sup-
plementary Figure 3a,b for differences by maternal age.)

Discussion

By age 15 over half of the young people had experienced a change in their care arrange-
ments, 80% lived with a non-nuclear family member and 94% had moved house at least
once, and over half had moved more than 5 times. This high rate of change and residen-
tial mobility is echoed in other, younger, New Zealand samples such as the Growing Up
in New Zealand cohort (Kukutai et al. 2020; Morton et al. 2020) perhaps indicating this
complexity is becoming more common.

As noted, this work includes 209 people for whom data have already been reported
(Sligo et al. 2017). The median maternal age is higher in the current, larger sample

Figure 2. Frequency of the different people living with the participant in 180 months (where ‘count’
on the y axis refers to the number of participants with that number of cohabitants who moved in or
out) for the whole sample.
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and overall measures indicate that complexity and change are lower among those with
older parents. For example, the original sample of 209 participants had more half-siblings
than biological siblings, but this is no longer the case for the larger sample. Analysing the
larger sample by grouping older and younger mothers (older or younger than the median
of 26.3 years) shows that the measures of complexity and change are higher for those par-
ticipants born to younger mothers.

Overall, however, less than half of participants lived in a household with two biological
parents for their whole lives suggesting that a rethinking of how parental separation is con-
ceptualised is required. Complexity and variability of experience associated with care
arrangements and household composition are normative. This is not to imply that norma-
tive experiences are necessarily good or bad, merely that simple distinctions between those
that live in a two biological parent household and those who do not may not adequately
capture adversity (White et al. 2019). In the future, critical consideration should be given
to whether a dichotomous rating of the experience of parental separation is an appropriate
way to capture young people’s experience of their family lives. Further research is required
to explore the qualitative experiences associated with different and changing family struc-
tures, particularly as this research indicates that parental separation is not the only reason
family structure changes. Most families experience instability regardless of structure and
this seems to be particularly pronounced in families where mothers are younger.

All analyses were on the biological mother’s age (333 Dunedin Study member
mothers, 279 mothers who were not Dunedin Study members) at the time of the partici-
pant’s birth so this research does not account for multiple children in families. Younger
children in multi-child families will have at least one parent who is older at the time of
their birth than that parent was when their older biological or half-siblings were born.
We also acknowledge that due to the sample being children of Dunedin Study

Figure 3. Number of locations that young people have lived in by age 15 (where ‘count’ on the y axis
refers to the number of participants with who have lived in that number of locations).
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members the sample is inherently biased towards younger parenting due to the age of the
Dunedin Study cohort.

Another limitation of the present research is that while it provides a descriptive
account of complexity and change, we have not attempted to describe qualitative experi-
ences. Advantage or disadvantage is likely to vary according to whether arrangements
occur from necessity or choice. It is also not necessarily the case that household stability
represents a lack of adversity (Kelly and Emery 2003). A further limitation is that, while
there is more cultural diversity amongst the Next Generation Study participants than
there is among their Dunedin Study member parents, at least one of their parents was
born in New Zealand, which means that they are probably not culturally representative
of their generation, which includes many first- and second-generation New Zealanders.
Lastly, the median age of both mothers and fathers at the birth of their children in this
sample was slightly lower than the median age in the wider population of Aotearoa New
Zealand (approximately 30 years: Statistics New Zealand 2018). It should be acknowl-
edged however that median age of parenting varies by ethnicity (Statistics New
Zealand 2018) and that even the consideration of normative ages for child bearing are
subject to culturally held assumptions and biases (Didham and Boddington 2011).

We separated our analyses on the basis of maternal, not paternal age because maternal
ages were available for all participants, whereas a proportion of fathers’ ages were not
known. The under-representation of fathers is an issue for much family research work
(see for examples: Beckmeyer and Russell 2017; Hadfield and Nixon 2018). This
means that fathers’ roles and relationships with them are often described by other infor-
mants or inferred. It is also often the case fathers’ care arrangements with their children
are more variable than maternal care arrangements (Hadfield and Nixon 2018), which
has been under-reported because of the relative absence of father data. In our study,
birthdate data was missing almost exclusively for fathers when they had never resided
with their children. Although we did not formally collect information on why fathers
were non-resident, in almost half of cases mothers volunteered it. Among the reasons
were issues with alcohol/drugs/gangs or interpersonal violence. This reminds us again
that using the nuclear family as a standard fails to acknowledge that other family for-
mations may be more beneficial to wellbeing.

The strength of the present work is that it was able to compare families with younger
and older parents. Secondly, by taking a whole life perspective, we were able to provide
insights into the change and complexity that families experience in a way that static
measures of family structure do not.

These data indicate that complexity and change are normative in young New Zealan-
ders’ living arrangements. We argue that conventional ideas about family structure
should be re-examined. This and other work (e.g. Kelly and Emery 2003; Metzler et al.
2017; Joy and Beddoe 2019; White et al. 2019) indicate that researchers should consider
a variety of lived family experiences and structures, each with strengths and challenges,
rather than assuming there is a norm by which family structure can be measured.
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