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Using data from the National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH), we describe and analyze the patterns 
of proximity and coresidence of adult children and their mothers. Two salient points emerge from the research. 
First, we show that the correlates of proximity are sensitive to the treatment of coresidence, gender and marital 
status. Virtually all previous studies have considered coresidence alone, or else treated coresidence as a limiting 
case of close proximity; we show that this treatment is misleading. We also find substantial differences in the 
correlates of proximity by gender and marital status, indicating the need to model these categories separately. 
Second, the most robust predictor of proximity is education. Individuals are less likely to live near their mothers 
if they have a college degree. Other demographic variables such as age, race and ethnicity affect the probability 
of both coresidence and close proximity, but characteristics associated with a current need for transfers (e.g., 
disability) are not correlated with close proximity.

We highlight the importance of separating coresidence and close proximity. We say that an adult child lives 
in “close proximity” to his or her mother if they live within 30 miles of each other but do not live in the same 
household. Thus, in our terminology, coresidence is not a special case of “close proximity.” This sharp termi-
nological distinction between proximity and coresidence is crucial because proximity and coresidence differ 
discontinuously in their implications for cost and privacy. Hence, we should expect to find that the correlates 
of coresidence differ from the correlates of close proximity. Most recent empirical work, however, has imposed 
on the data statistical models that require the correlates of close proximity to be the same as the correlates of 
coresidence. Our descriptive regressions confirm the need to treat coresidence and close proximity as separate 
categories (by using a multinomial regression technique) rather than treating coresidence as a limiting case 
of proximity (by using a Tobit regression, or grouping coresidence with close proximity). The Tobit and logit 
specifications constrain regressors (e.g., Hispanic ethnicity; marital status of the mother) to affect moving out 
and moving away in the same direction, but the data are not consistent with this a priori restriction. Because 
the multinomial logit does not impose this restriction, it is better able to reveal the patterns in the data. For 
example, from a Tobit regression on the distance between adult children and their mothers, we find that com-
pared with never married adult children, both married and previously married children live farther from their 
mothers. The multinomial logit, however, shows that this conclusion rests solely on the lower incidence of co-
residence among married and previously married adult children, and not on proximity.



We treat separately married and unmarried adult children for both theoretical and empirical reasons. Theory 
suggests that migration and location decisions of married adult children are taken jointly with spouses whose 
preferred locations may differ from theirs because of career or family considerations. Furthermore, with in-
creasing age at marriage and high geographical mobility before marriage (e.g., going away to college), mothers 
and mothers-in-law are less likely to live near each other. The need to distinguish between married and unmar-
ried adult children is underscored by our findings about the proximity of women and their mothers. Pooling all 
adult children and controlling for marital status, we find no effect of gender on proximity or coresidence. When 
we separate the sample by marital status, however, we find that gender is a strong correlate of coresidence: 
married women are more likely than married men to live with their mothers, unmarried women are less likely 
than unmarried men to live with their mothers.

Most adult Americans live very close to their mothers, with large differences across education groups. For all 
married couples, the median distance from his mother is 25 miles and the median distance from her mother is 
20 miles. Forty percent of all couples live close to (within 30 miles of) both mothers, and 30 percent live close 
to one mother.1 Education plays a crucial role: we find that only 18 percent of power couples (couples in which 
both spouses hold a college degree) live close to both mothers, while 50 percent of low-power couples (couples 
in which neither spouse holds a college degree) live close to both mothers. At the opposite extreme, almost half of 
power couples live far from both mothers, while only one-fifth of low-power couples live far from both mothers.

In our regression analyses, educational attainment is the most consistent correlate of close proximity of the 
adult children to their mothers. Adult children with college degrees are much less likely to live near or with 
their mothers. This may be true for at least four reasons. First, young adults may leave home to attend college 
and not return. Second, college educated couples are less likely to come from the same state; without a com-
mon home state, they are more likely to live far from both mothers. Third, the college educated may participate 
in a geographically wider labor market and, therefore, are more likely to move away for employment. Finally, if 
college educated adult children are more successful in employment and earnings, time transfers from mothers 
may be less important to them.

We find little evidence that patterns of proximity are related to current need for intergenerational transfers of 
care. We find no evidence that close proximity or coresidence is correlated with the presence of young children. 
Although unmarried mothers are more likely to live in close proximity to their adult children, most other moth-
ers’ characteristics that would suggest a greater need for intergenerational transfers are not related to close 
proximity. In contrast to proximity, coresidence is strongly related to mother’s characteristics, with a strong 
gender pattern: women, both married and unmarried, are more likely to live with older mothers (aged 75 and 
over); married men are less likely to live near older mothers, and unmarried adult men, the group most likely to 
live with their mothers, are less likely to live with mothers in poor health.

1 These figures are based on the sample of couples for whom both mothers are alive and living in the
United States.
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