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Abstract

Objectives: A growing body of literature documents a positive association between adult children’s education and older
parents’ health, and existing studies have identified social support, social influence, and material transfers as factors linking
adult children’s education and various dimensions of older parents’ health. The present study joins this literature by as-
sessing adult children’s problems as mechanisms that may underlie disparities in psychological well-being between mothers
whose adult children have completed higher and lower levels of education.

Methods: Using 2 waves of longitudinal data collected in 2001-2003 and 2008-2011 from 400 mothers aged 73-835 years
at the second wave as part of the Within-Family Differences Study, we examine the role of adult children’s problems in
mediating the association between adult children’s education and mothers’ depressive symptoms.

Results: Mothers with children who completed post-high school education reported fewer depressive symptoms than
mothers whose children all completed high school or less. We found evidence that this relationship was mediated by the
proportion of adult children who have experienced physical and emotional problems in the last 5 years.

Discussion: This study underscores the importance of considering how resources and risks that affect well-being accu-
mulate both across the life course and across generations. Providing education opportunities to younger generations and
enhancing programs that address challenges that low-attaining children may face have the potential to help minimize soci-
oeconomic disparities in psychological well-being among older adults.

Keywords: Depression, Health disparities, Intergenerational relations

Education endows people with flexible resources, such
as money, knowledge, and beneficial social ties (Becker,
1993; Link & Phelan, 2010), that can be used to pre-
vent and recover from injury and illness. Resources
are embedded within social networks (Lin, 1999), and,
therefore, the educational attainment of an individual

may matter for the health and well-being of their family
members. Whereas the long arm of childhood perspective
has highlighted the impact of socioeconomic resources
in individuals’ social backgrounds (i.e., the resources
of older generations) on health outcomes in adulthood
(Hayward & Gorman, 2004), recent theoretical work
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has emphasized the role of the upward flow of socio-
economic resources from younger to older generations
in shaping older family members’ health outcomes
(Torssander, 2013).

A growing number of studies have observed positive as-
sociations between adult children’s education and various
measures of older parents’ health across a range of social
contexts. Findings from Africa (De Neve & Fink, 2018),
Asia (C. Lee, 2018; Y. Lee, 2018), Europe (Sabater et al.,
2020; Torssander, 2013), and North America (Friedman
& Mare, 2014; Peng et al., 2019) have shown that adult
children’s educational attainment is associated with more
favorable outcomes for parents’ mortality (De Neve &
Fink, 2018; Elo et al., 2018; Friedman & Mare, 2014;
Sabater et al., 2020; Torssander, 2013; Zimmer et al., 2007),
physical health (C. Lee, 2018; Ma, 2019; Peng et al., 2019;
Yahirun et al., 2017), psychological well-being (Peng et al.,
2019; Yahirun et al., 2020, 2022), and cognitive health (Y.
Lee, 2018; Ma, 2019). Previous scholarship has theorized
and tested various mechanisms that may account for the
effects of adult children’s education on parental well-being.
The social foreground perspective highlights the salience
of adult children’s resources in shaping the well-being and
mortality of older parents (Torssander, 2013). Drawing on
this perspective, empirical work assessing mechanisms that
link adult children’s education and parental well-being and
mortality has focused exclusively on mechanisms involving
the transfer of resources and support to promote parental
well-being. However, these mechanisms account for only
part of the association between adult children’s education
and parental health.

Adult children’s education may also shape parental
well-being through a reduction of factors that adversely af-
fect parents’ well-being. In other words, adult children’s ed-
ucation may protect parents from negative exposures. For
instance, educational attainment is associated with more
financial and marital stability (Becker, 1993; Boertien &
Hirkonen, 2018), less stress at work (Lunau et al., 2015),
better health (Ross & Mirowsky, 2006; Ross & Wu, 1995),
and fewer problems with the law and alcohol/drugs (Crum
etal., 1993; Maynard et al., 2015). Thus, parents of more ed-
ucated adult children may face fewer exposures to stressors
from their offspring compared to parents of less educated
adult children. Thus far, no studies have explored the ca-
pacity of adult children’s education to shield older parents
from factors that adversely affect well-being. Our study
contributes to the literature on adult children’s education
and parental well-being by assessing adult children’s prob-
lems as a mechanism accounting for disparities in psycho-
logical well-being between older mothers of more and less
educated adult children. To do this, we draw on data from
400 mothers aged 73-85 years regarding 1,490 of their adult
children, collected as part of the Within-Family Differences
Study (WFDS). By investigating the mediational role of adult
children’s problems, this study adds to existing scholarship
on the life course (Bengtson & Allen, 2009; Elder, 1994;

Gilligan et al., 2018) and cumulative inequality (Ferraro &
Shippee, 2009) by underscoring the importance of consid-
ering how resources and risks that affect well-being accumu-
late both across the life course and across generations.

Adult Children’s Problems

Researchers have proposed multiple pathways through
which adult children’s education may improve and protect
parents’ well-being. The pathways that have received the
most attention in the literature are those that link adult
children’s education to resources that may, in turn, posi-
tively affect older parents’ well-being. These potential
pathways include (a) social support (including emotional,
instrumental, and informational support), (b) social in-
fluence (i.e., highly educated children may model, or en-
courage parents to engage in, healthy behaviors), and (c) the
upward transfer of material resources (Torssander, 2013).
Past research has found some support for these mechan-
isms, demonstrating the roles of informal care (Cui et al.,
2021), parental smoking (Friedman & Mare, 2014; C. Lee,
2018), parental physical activity (Friedman & Mare, 2014;
Sabater et al., 2020), and material support (Y. Lee, 2018)
as mechanisms that link adult children’s education and
parents’ well-being.

We propose that adult children’s education may affect
older parents’ well-being through mechanisms other than
increased access to support and resources. Torssander
(2013) and Yahirun et al. (2020), for instance, suggest that
parents of highly educated adult children may experience
less parental worry because adult children with more edu-
cation experience more favorable career outcomes. Building
on this argument, we propose that adult children’s prob-
lems may account for part of the association between adult
children’s education and parental well-being. Specifically,
we propose that: (a) higher levels of adult children’s ed-
ucation will be associated with fewer problems experi-
enced by adult children and (b) problems experienced by
adult children will adversely impact mothers’ psycholog-
ical well-being. Taken together, adult children’s education
may protect mothers’ psychological well-being by limiting
mothers’ exposure to adult children’s problems.

Past research consistently demonstrates a negative cor-
relation between education and a variety of challenges in
adulthood. Theories of human capital (Becker, 1993; Hout,
2012) posit that education endows people with financial,
occupational, social, and psychological resources which we
propose can be used to prevent, solve, and weather prob-
lems. Past studies find that education is negatively associ-
ated with alcohol abuse and dependence (Crumetal., 1993),
criminal activity (Maynard et al., 20135), feelings of stress at
work (Lunau et al., 2015), divorce (Boertien & Hirkonen,
2018), and physical and mental health (Ross & Mirowsky,
2006; Ross & Wu, 1995), but is positively associated with
income (Becker, 1993). Moreover, education is associated
with increased access to social support. Social support is
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an important resource that not only improves physical and
mental health (Kim & Thomas, 2019), it can also buffer the
effects of negative life events and stressors on mental health
(Pearlin & Bierman, 2013). Finally, education is associ-
ated with increased use of problem-focused coping strat-
egies (Christensen et al., 2006; Ross & Mirowsky, 1989)
that can mitigate the negative effects of stressors on mental
health (Mandemakers & Monden, 2013). In sum, educa-
tion both reduces the number of problems people experi-
ence and equips people with strategies that can lessen the
adverse effects of experiencing problems.

Problems experienced by adult children are associated
with negative outcomes for parents and parent-adult child
relationships. According to the “linked lives” theme of the
life-course perspective, problems experienced by family
members may adversely affect individuals (Elder, 1994).
Previous research has shown that adult children’s prob-
lems are associated with worse parental psychological
well-being (Fingerman et al., 2012; Greenfield & Marks,
2006; Pillemer et al., 2017). Adult children’s problems also
strain the parent-adult child relationship. In particular,
adult children’s problems are associated with greater pa-
rental feelings of ambivalence (Birditt et al., 2010), anger,
worry, disappointment (Cichy et al., 2013), and negativity
(Hammersmith, 2019) toward their children. Moreover,
parents may interpret their adult children’s successes and
failures as reflections of their parenting (Ryff et al., 1996)
and feel guilt over their children’s career and relationship
setbacks (Cichy et al., 2013). Based on the established
links between education and problems, and between adult
children’s problems and parents’ well-being, we hypothe-
size that adult children’s problems will account for part of
the association between adult children’s education and pa-
rental well-being. Specifically, we propose a model in which
lower levels of adult children’s education are associated
with a greater occurrence of problems experienced by the
sibship, and problems experienced by the sibship positively
correlate with mothers’ depressive symptoms.

Method

Data

The data for this study were collected as part of the WFDS,
a mixed-methods longitudinal project focused on intergen-
erational relationships between parents and adult children,
caregiving, and well-being. For a more detailed description
of the study design, see Suitor et al. (2013). The original
sample was drawn from Massachusetts city and town lists.
With the assistance of the Center for Survey Research at
the University of Massachusetts Boston, researchers drew
a probability sample of women aged 65-75 years with two
or more children from the greater Boston area. The Time 1
(T1) sample consisted of 566 mothers, which represented
61% of those who were eligible for participation, a rate
comparable to that of similar surveys in the first decade

of the 21st century (Wright & Marsden, 2010). These 566
mothers were interviewed between 2001 and 2003. A com-
parison of the sample with Census data on women in the
same cohort living in the Boston metropolitan area revealed
few differences in standard demographic characteristics
(e.g., education, marital status), with the exception that
the study had a substantially higher proportion of Black
women, due to a design decision to oversample by race.

For the second wave, the survey team attempted to contact
each mother who participated in the original study. At Time 2
(T2), 420 mothers were interviewed between 2008 and 2011.
Of the 146 mothers who participated at only T1, 78 had died
between waves, 19 were too ill to be interviewed, 33 refused,
and 16 could not be reached. Thus, the 420 represents 86 % of
mothers who were living at T2. A comparison of the T1 and
T2 samples revealed that the respondents differed on subjec-
tive health, educational attainment, marital status, and race.
Mothers who were not interviewed at T2 were somewhat less
healthy, less educated, and less likely to have been married at
T1; they were also more likely to be Black.

Analytic Sample

The data for this project were drawn from mothers re-
porting on their own depressive symptoms and on the edu-
cational attainment of their adult children. Mothers served
as the unit of analysis of this project. Adult children’s edu-
cation at T1 and adult children’s problems within 5 years
of T2 were aggregated (see details below). We restricted the
sample to mothers who: (a) participated at both T1 and T2
and (b) whose families had been identified as Black or Non-
Hispanic White. Intergenerational relations in Asian and
Hispanic families differ from those of both non-Hispanic
white and Black families, particularly in terms of exchange
and solidarity (Suitor et al., 2015); thus, these families
should not be combined with either of the larger sub-
groups, and there are too few cases to justify creating fur-
ther ethnic subgroups (Spitze & Trent, 2006). Additionally,
we omitted mothers with missing data on depressive symp-
toms at T2 (one mother), their adult children’s education at
T1 (seven mothers), and control variables (three mothers),
which represented less than 3% of the sample. This resulted
in a sample of 400 mothers with 1,490 adult children.

Measures

Mothers’ Depressive Symptoms

Mothers’ depressive symptoms were measured using the
seven-item version of the Center for Epidemiological Studies
Depression (CES-D) scale (Ross & Mirowsky, 1988). The
CES-D asked respondents how often in the past week they
have felt certain ways. The items composing the scale are
as follows: (a) Everything you did was an effort; (b) You
had trouble getting to sleep or staying asleep; (c) You felt
lonely; (d) You felt sad; (e) You could not get going; (f)
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You felt you could not shake off the blues; and (g) You had
trouble keeping your mind on what you were doing. Each
item was measured on a 4-point scale ranging from “less
than 1 day in the past week” (1) to “5-7 days in the past
week” (4). Thus, scores on this measure range from 7 to
28 with higher scores denoting more depressive symptoms
(mean = 11.11; SD = 4.30; Cronbach’s a = 0.82).

Adult Children’s Education

Previous studies that have investigated the relation-
ship between adult children’s education and parental
well-being have operationalized adult children’s educa-
tion in multiple ways, including the proportion of adult
children that have completed a college degree (Friedman
& Mare, 2014; Peng et al., 2019) and the highest level of
education completed by any child (Elo et al., 2018; Ma,
2019; Zimmer et al., 2007). At T1, mothers were asked to
identify the highest level of education completed by each
adult child. We utilized adult children’s education at T1
because their education was not re-measured at T2. We
created a dummy variable for whether each adult child
completed any post-high school education (i.e., some col-
lege, vocational education, bachelor’s degree, graduate
degree). Next, we aggregated adult children’s education
into a dichotomous variable (0 = no adult children com-
pleted post-high school education, 1 = some or all adult
children completed post-high school education). Most
of the mothers (85%) reported that at least one of their
adult children had completed post-high school education.
Although the completion of a college degree is a signifi-
cant threshold for health outcomes and access to mate-
rial and social resources (Hout, 2012), completing some
college or vocational education may endow people with
significantly more resources that can be used to avoid
and solve problems than only completing high school. We
considered alternative operationalizations of education in
sensitivity analyses discussed below.

Adult Children’s Problems

To measure adult children’s problems at T2, mothers were
asked to identify whether each of their children had expe-
rienced a range of problems in the past 5 years. Broadly
consistent with past studies (e.g., Birditt et al., 2010;
Fingerman et al., 2012), we generated subscales based on
the proportion of children experiencing problems in three
different domains: physical and emotional, substance use
and crime, and financial and personal. Physical and emo-
tional problems include (a) a serious illness or injury, (b)
frequent minor illnesses, and (c) serious emotional or psy-
chological problems. Substance use and crime include (a)
having a drinking or drug problem and (b) getting in trouble
with the law or police. Financial and personal problems in-
clude (a) having serious financial problems, (b) not having
a job when he/she wanted to work, (c) having problems

at work, (d) having marital or partner relationship prob-
lems, (e) having difficulty getting along with people, and (f)
having other legal problems, such as lawsuits. On average,
mothers reported that 44% of their children had experi-
enced physical or emotional problems, 7% had problems
with substance use or crime, and 43% had financial or per-
sonal problems (see Table 1; additional descriptive statistics
presented in Supplementary Table A1).

Covariates

We included several domains of controls in our analyses. First,
we control for sociodemographic factors related to adult
children’s education and mothers’ depressive symptoms. These
include mother’s age at T2; education (0 = high school or less,
1 = post-high school education); race (0 = White, 1 = Black);
marital status (0 = married or living with a partner as married,
1 = divorced, separated, or never married, 2 = widowed before
T1, 3 = widowed between T1 and T2); number of living adult
children at T2 (top coded at 10); the proportion of daughters;
and the proportion of adult children who experienced any of
the following problems before age 19: a serious illness or in-
jury, serious trouble in school, serious trouble getting along
with peers, serious emotional or psychological problems,
drinking or drug problems, getting in trouble with the law or
police, or being sent away from home because they did some-
thing wrong or were too much to handle.

Second, we control for characteristics of mothers that
capture alternative stressors that may be tied to mothers’
depressive symptoms other than the various forms of adult
children’s problems. These include mothers’ self-rated
health measured on a 5-point scale ranging from “poor”

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Selected Analysis
Variables; N = 400 mothers

Mn/Pr SD
T2 mother depressive symptoms 11.11 4.30
Adult children’s education (post-HS) 0.85 0.36
Adult children’s problems:
Proportion physical or emotional 0.44 0.34
Proportion substance use or crime 0.07 0.16
Proportion financial or personal 0.43 0.34
T2 mother age 77.85 3.15
Mother post-high school education 0.46
Mother race: White 0.74
Mother race: Black 0.26
Mother married/living as married 0.40
Mother divorced/separated/never married 0.15
Mother widowed before T1 0.31
Mother widowed T1 to T2 0.14
T2 number of children 3.73 1.71
Proportion daughters 0.51 0.28
Proportion children problems in childhood 0.35 0.33

Note: See discussion in text for operationalization of variables. Mn/Pr refers to

means or proportions as appropriate. HS = high school.
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(1) to “excellent” (5); mothers’ difficulties with activities of
daily living and instrumental activities of daily living; the
death of an adult child in the family in the decade prior to
T2; and average relational tension with adult children (see
Supplementary Appendix 1 for details of measurement and
descriptive statistics).

Third, we control for mechanisms found or proposed in
past studies to link adult children’s education and mothers’
depressive symptoms. These include the proportion of adult
children who provided any emotional support or any of sev-
eral dimensions of instrumental support in the previous year;
the proportion of adult children who gave or loaned money
to the mother in the last year; and the average emotional
closeness with adult children (see Supplementary Appendix
1 for details of measurement and descriptive statistics).

Analytic Plan

We conducted all statistical analyses, which included ordi-
nary least squares (OLS) regressions and mediation analyses,
with IBM SPSS Version 28 software. We conducted OLS re-
gressions to estimate the effects of adult children’s education
on maternal depressive symptoms and mediation analyses to
estimate indirect effects through adult children’s problems.
We used the PROCESS macro’s (Hayes, 2018) fourth model
to conduct our mediation model. To test indirect effects,
PROCESS generated bootstrap 95% confidence intervals for
the indirect effects using 5,000 bootstrap samples. Indirect
effects were deemed statistically significant (p < .05) if the
confidence interval did not include zero, and statistically sig-
nificant indirect effects provide evidence that adult children’s
problems mediate the effect of adult children’s education on
mothers’ depressive symptoms. We present unstandardized
coefficients throughout the results section.

Results

Table 2 displays selected estimates from linear regression
models estimating the effects of adult children’s education
on mothers’ depressive symptoms (full models presented
in Supplementary Table A2). Model 1 provides estimates
of the relationship between adult children’s education and
mothers’ depressive symptoms. Compared to mothers whose
children have completed high school or less, mothers with
some or all adult children who completed post-high school
education reported fewer depressive symptoms (b = -1.55).

Model 2 adds the three domains of adult children’s
problems as mediators of the association between adult
children’s education and mothers’ depressive symptoms.
In this model, the direct effect of having some or all adult
children with post-high school education (b = -1.29) was
attenuated. The proportion of adult children experiencing
physical and emotional problems was related to mothers’
depressive symptoms (b = 1.87), but there was no evidence
for a relationship with the other domains of adult children’s
problems.

Table 2. Selected Estimates from Regression Models for
Depressive Symptoms; N =400 mothers

Model 1 Model 2
Adult children’s education -1.55* -1.29*
(post-HS)
[-2.74,-0.37]  [-2.50,-0.07]
Adult children’s problems
Physical or emotional 1.87%%
[0.50, 3.23]
Substance use or crime 0.43
[-2.30,3.17]
Financial or personal 0.12
[-1.27,1.52]

Note: Unstandardized estimates with 95% confidence intervals in brack-
ets. Models 1 and 2 include all control variables discussed in text. *p < .05,
**p<.01.

Table 3. Estimates of Indirect Effects of Adult Children’s
Education Via Adult Children’s Problems from Linear
Regression Models for Depressive Symptoms; N =400
mothers

Estimate

Physical or emotional problems -0.21*
[=0.50, -0.02]

Substance or crime -0.04
[-0.42,0.31]

Financial or personal problems -0.02
[-0.25,0.18]

Note: Unstandardized estimates with bootstrapped 95% confidence intervals
in brackets. *p < .0S5.

Table 3 reports estimates of the relative indirect effects
of adult children’s education on mothers’ depressive symp-
toms via the three domains of adult children’s problems.
We found evidence of an indirect effect of adult children’s
education on mothers’ depressive symptoms through adult
children’s physical and emotional problems (b = -0.21),
but no evidence of indirect effects through the other
two domains. Overall, physical and emotional problems
accounted for about 13.5% of the association between adult
children’s education and mothers’ depressive symptoms.

Sensitivity Analyses

Previous studies investigating adult children’s education
and parents’ well-being have aggregated adult children’s
education in varying ways. As a sensitivity analysis, we
aggregated adult children’s education using the attain-
ment of a college degree as the threshold (0 = no adult
children completed a college degree, 1 = some or all adult
children completed a college degree). These findings are
reported in Supplementary Tables A3 and A4. With this
operationalization, we found the same pattern of effects at
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an attenuated level at which the coefficients do not reach the
standard threshold of significance. A proportional measure
of children with post-high school education yielded sim-
ilarly attenuated effects (results not shown). Thus, our
results suggest that having at least one adult child with
post-high school education is the most meaningful cutoff
in the association between adult children’s education, their
problems, and mothers’ depressive symptoms.

Previous research has found that adults who complete
high school experience fewer problems than those who do
not (Crum et al., 1993; Maynard et al., 2015). As a further
sensitivity analysis, we constructed a measure of the lowest
educational attainment among adult children (0 = all adult
children completed high school or more; 1 = at least one
adult child completed less than high school). In this model,
the effects of adult children’s education were not significant
(b = 0.26; confidence interval [CI] = -1.01 to 1.54), and the
indirect effect of adult children’s education via physical and
emotional problems almost met the threshold of signifi-
cance (b =0.19, CI = -0.01 to 0.46; full results not shown).

Finally, we conducted analyses that excluded six mothers
with only one living adult child at T2 because the recent
death of an adult child, particularly in formerly two-child
families, could alter patterns of intergenerational inter-
action and support, as well as mothers’ depressive symp-
toms, for reasons unrelated to educational attainment or
children’s problems. These analyses yielded the same pat-
tern of results as our main findings (results not shown).

Discussion

Scholarly research consistently reports positive associ-
ations between adult children’s educational attainment
and their parents’ well-being (Friedman & Mare, 2014).
This study joins and extends lines of work that investi-
gate (a) the effect of adult children’s educational attain-
ment on older parents’ depressive symptoms (Peng et al.,
2019; Yahirun et al., 2020, 2022) and (b) the effect of
adult children’s problems on older parents’ psychological
health (Fingerman et al., 2012; Greenfield & Marks, 2006;
Pillemer et al., 2017). Drawing on data collected as part
of the WFDS, we found evidence for the mediating role of
adult children’s physical and emotional problems in the re-
lationship between adult children’s educational attainment
and mothers’ depressive symptoms. Specifically, our study
shows that older mothers with at least one adult child who
had completed post-high school education reported fewer
depressive symptoms than mothers whose children had all
completed high school or less. This relationship is in part
a result of a lower proportion of physical and emotional
problems among sibships in families in which some or all
adult children competed post-high school education rela-
tive to families in which all adult children competed for
high school or less.

Previous work has posited that education may im-
prove parental health by endowing adult children with
resources like health knowledge and money which can

be transferred upwards to parents (Torssander, 2013).
Past studies have investigated various resources attained
through education that may link adult children’s educa-
tion and parental well-being, including social support (Cui
et al., 2021), social influence (Friedman & Mare, 2014;
C. Lee, 2018; Y. Lee, 2018; Sabater et al., 2020), and ma-
terial resources (Cui et al., 2021; Elo et al., 2018; Y. Lee,
2018; Yahirun et al., 2017, 2020). Past theoretical work
has also suggested that parents may feel less worried about
adult children with more education (Torssander, 2013).
Moreover, adult children’s problems may create challenges
for mothers. Parents tend to give more emotional support,
practical help, and financial support to adult children who
experience problems (Fingerman et al., 2009; Suitor et al.,
2006). Older mothers may also provide primary care for
their grandchildren when adult children’s problems pre-
vent them from providing care (Goodman & Silverstein,
2006). This additional help mothers provide in response
to their adult children’s problems may be accompanied by
emotional and financial strain. Our study is the first to in-
vestigate the mediational role of adult children’s problems;
a factor which is inversely associated with adult children’s
education. Our results suggest that education does not
merely endow adult children with resources that can im-
prove their mothers’ psychological well-being. Adult
children’s education may also protect mothers’ mental
health by decreasing both the frequency of problems expe-
rienced by adult children and the help adult children need
from their older mothers.

Our findings raise the question of why physical
and emotional problems are a mechanism that link
adult children’s education and mothers’ psychological
well-being, but financial and personal problems and sub-
stance use and crime are not. The first stage of our medi-
ation model (not reported here) assesses the association
between adult children’s education and the three domains
of problems. Mothers with some or all adult children with
post-high school education report lower proportions of
adult children experiencing problems in each of the three
domains. However, the second stage of our mediation
model reveals that only physical and emotional problems
are associated with mothers’ depressive symptoms. One
explanation may be the low proportions of adult children
reported as experiencing issues of substance use and crime
or financial and personal problems. Eighty-one percent
of the sample reported that none of their adult children
had problems related to substance use or crime, and less
than 2% reported that at least half of their adult children
had experienced these problems. Similarly, only 32% of
mothers reported that at least half of their children had
financial or personal problems. When mothers do have
children with these issues, the potential adverse effects on
psychological well-being may be attenuated by the larger
proportion of adult children without these issues. A re-
view of the WFDS’ qualitative data reveals that personal
and substance use issues in one child’s life may be less
impactful if mothers have positive relationships with their
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other adult children. Physical and emotional problems
may differ from the other domains of problems because
mothers may feel distressed by their children’s health
problems regardless of the health status of their other
offspring.

This study augments existing scholarship on the life
course (Elder, 1994; Bengtson & Allen, 2009) and cumula-
tive inequality (Ferraro & Shippee, 2009) by underscoring
the importance of considering how resources and risks
that affect health accumulate both across the life course
and across generations. The life-course perspective’s theme
of linked lives emphasizes that problems in individuals’
lives can negatively impact the well-being of their family
members (Elder, 1994; Greenfield & Marks, 2006). The
concept of cumulative inequality asks researchers to con-
sider how advantages and disadvantages accumulate with
age (Ferraro & Shippee, 2009; Gilligan et al., 2018).
Gilligan and colleagues (2018) note that the theme of
linked lives and cumulative inequality emphasize different
dimensions of time. The theme of linked lives highlights
the importance of connections between individuals across
generations, whereas cumulative inequality highlights the
importance of early life experiences on outcomes across
the life course. They advise that family scholars would
benefit from integrating linked lives’ focus on the time di-
mension of generation and cumulative inequality’s focus
on the time dimension of age. Taken together, these two
dimensions suggest that (a) advantages and disadvan-
tages accumulate both across individuals’ lives and across
generations and (b) individuals age both chronologi-
cally across the life course and through processual time
during the intergenerational accumulation of advantages
and disadvantages. During this intergenerational process
of (dis)advantage accumulation, individuals transition to
later stages of life in which adult children provide them
with more financial, emotional, and instrumental support
(Kalmijn, 2019). Individuals’ health in later life is not only
impacted by the (dis)advantages they accumulated across
their individual life course but also by (dis)advantages ac-
cumulated by subsequent generations.

Despite these contributions to existing research, our
study is not without limitations. First, because the WFDS
began collecting data on families when offspring were al-
ready well into adulthood, we are unable to take into
consideration unmeasured factors from adult children’s
adolescence that could affect (a) educational attainment,
(b) problems in midlife, and (c) mothers’ psychological
well-being at the time of the interview. Although we con-
trol for adult children’s problems in childhood, this single
measure does not capture the host of early life psychoso-
cial factors that may influence educational attainment and
problems. Moreover, because we utilize measures of educa-
tion and psychological well-being from single time points,
our analyses do not account for changes in these factors
over time. Therefore, we do not interpret our findings as
causal estimates due to potential issues of confounding,

and our analyses do not leverage the longitudinal structure
of the data in a meaningful way. Future work in this area
should seek to utilize data that can address additional psy-
chosocial factors from earlier in the life course that may
play a role in the association between adult children’s ed-
ucation and older mothers’ psychological well-being as
well as changes in adult children’s education and parental
well-being over time.

Second, as the WFDS did not interview fathers at T2, our
sample includes only mothers, and, therefore, we cannot
explore whether adult children’s education affects fathers’
depressive symptoms through problems experienced by the
sibship. We recommend that future studies build on our
findings by replicating our analysis with a sample that in-
cludes mothers and fathers. Exploring differences between
mothers and fathers in the documented associations be-
tween adult children’s education, adult children’s prob-
lems, and parents’ depressive symptoms is a ripe area for
future work.

Finally, although Boston has been the site of prom-
inent studies of intergenerational relations (Pillemer &
Finkelhor, 1988; Rossi & Rossi, 1990), we recognize that
such regionality might introduce limits to generaliza-
bility. For example, adult children and older parents in the
Northeast are more likely to live in close proximity to one
another than are adult children and older parents in other
regions of the country (Choi et al., 2020). Our concern re-
garding this issue is reduced by an investigation that used
data from the National Survey of Families and Households
that found that the only significant regional differences in
intergenerational contact and emotional closeness were
between Southern families and all other families (Sechrist
et al.,, 2007). These findings suggest that region plays a
relatively small role in family processes in the middle and
later years.

Individuals’ well-being is inextricably tied to events in
the lives of people in their social networks. Adult children’s
challenges and successes, including education, play crucial
roles in shaping older parents’ physical and psychological
health. Our findings suggest that one way in which adult
children’s education may protect mother’s mental health is
through reducing the frequency with which adult children
experience physical and emotional problems. If this finding
is replicated in future studies, it has an important impli-
cation for policy designed to increase access to education.
Namely, education can potentially improve the well-being
of both people who attain education and adjacent gen-
erations. Past research suggests that depression is more
prevalent among low-socioeconomic status older adults
(Koster et al., 2006), and initiatives to increase education
may serve as one intervention to counteract socioeconomic
disparities in psychological well-being among older adults.
Other interventions could target services that address chal-
lenges faced by low attaining adult children and mental
health services that help mothers cope with their children’s
problems.
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