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This study used data from the “Family Exchanges Study” which 
included participants from the Philadelphia area in 2008 (Fingerman et 
al., 2009, 2011).  

 629 middle-aged parents filled out surveys – Their offspring (N =
592) also filled out surveys on-line or during phone interviews.

Drawing on the offspring’s data, we examined the amount of
support offspring receive individually from their mother and father,
what they expect to receive from each parent, and life satisfaction.

Parental support contributes to better life satisfaction in young
adults (Fingerman et al., 2012).  However, studies have not
examined discrepancies between the amount of support adult
offspring desire and the amount of support they receive, and
whether these differences are linked with life satisfaction.

Life satisfaction can be affected by discrepancies between what one
has and what one wants or needs (Michalos, 1985).  When offspring
receive the amount of support they desire, they may be better off
regardless of the amount of support they actually receive.

Discrepancies in the amount of support adult offspring desire and
the actual amount they receive may be associated with their overall
life satisfaction.  Offspring may perceive receiving less support than
they desire and react with higher/lower levels of life satisfaction.

Hypotheses 
H1: There will be discrepancies between the amount of support 
offspring receive and the amount of support they desire from mother 
and father. 

H2: Offspring’s receipt of support in comparison to their desire for 
parental support will be associated with their evaluation of overall 
life satisfaction. 
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Desire for Support: Adult offspring indicated how much support
they would like from their parents in six types of support:
emotional, practical, socializing, listening, advice, and financial
support (α = .79).  The response was rated from 1 (not at all
important) to 10 (most important).  Offspring were categorized into
groups of “high” and “low” desire for parental support based on the
median scores.

Actual Support Received: Adult offspring reported how much
support they actually receive from their mother and father separately
for the same six types of support as desire (α = .85 for mother; α =
.88 for father). The response was rated from 1 (less than once a year
or never) to 8 (daily).  Offspring were categorized into groups
receiving “high” and “low” support from mother and father based
on the median scores.

Life Satisfaction: Adult offspring rated their overall life satisfaction
for a 1-item question on a 10 point scale from 1 (not at all satisfied)
to 10 (completely satisfied).

An ANOVA test comparing 4 groups (total support) – (1) “low”
desire / “low” support, (2) “high” desire / “low” support, (3) “low”
desire / “high” support, and (4) “high” desire / “high” support
revealed that two groups with “high” desire of support had higher
levels of life satisfaction than two groups with “low” desire of
support (F = 5.26, p < .01 for mother support, F = 6.03, p < .001 for
father support).

 Specific types of support also showed significant differences on life
satisfaction among these 4 groups (p < .05), except for emotional
and financial support.  That is, discrepancies in emotional and
financial support were not linked to life satisfaction.

The overall patterns of life satisfaction differences among these 4
groups did not differ between mother and father.

Perceived Support
• The finding showing that “high” desire groups had higher levels

of life satisfaction – regardless of the levels of actual support –
could be due in part to the benefits of perceived support.

• Literature suggests that perceived support (i.e., knowing support is
available when one needs it) is more beneficial than actually
receiving support because the recipient can feel over benefited
which causes distress (Gleason et al., 2008).

• As Wethington and Kessler (1986) stated, the perception of one’s
network being ready to act can be as important – if not more
important – than actual supportive behaviors.

Visible vs. Invisible Support
• The two forms of support that did not show significant differences

in life satisfaction (i.e., emotional and financial support) may be
viewed as too intrusive to the recipient to be beneficial.

• Receiving too much support can be detrimental to one’s self-
efficacy.  According to Bolger et al. (2000), visible and invisible
support (when support recipient is not aware that they are being
supported) can differ, and when the support recipient is unaware
that they are being supported, they only reap the benefits of
support provision without incurring the cost of support receipt.

Multiple Discrepancies Theory
• Our finding is consistent with multiple discrepancies theory

(Michalos, 1985), suggesting that the perceived gap between what
one has and wants can affect life satisfaction.

• People tend to have lower satisfaction when they don’t get what
they want.  Adult children's experience of life satisfaction may
reflect dissatisfaction in receiving less than what one desired.

Characteristics M (SD) Range 
Offspring: Age 23.82 (5.13) 18 – 41 

Offspring: Female 53.4% – 

Offspring: College Degree 27.7% – 

Offspring: Minority 34.9% – 

Offspring: Life satisfaction 7.42 (1.51) 1 – 10 

Father: Age 52.57 (5.63) 35 – 80 

Mother: Age 49.82 (5.28) 35 – 65 

Desire for parental (total) support 7.30 (1.61) 1 – 10 

Actual (total) support from mother 5.41 (1.49) 1 – 8 

Actual (total) support from father 4.66 (1.65) 1 – 8 
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