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Abstract 
 

Disorganization theories postulate that Black men have in many ways abandoned their 

familial roles. Using the NSFH data, the paper tests this hypothesis by examining Black men’s 

extended family involvement relative to White men. Overall, the hypothesis of Black men’s familial 

disengagement is refuted by the data:  Black men are quite similar to White men in their kin 

support, even though they differ on a number of socioeconomic, familial, and cultural predictors of 

kin support. This paradoxical outcome is due to the fact that the effects of different groups of 

predictors cancel each other out as far as race differences are concerned: Whereas Black men’s 

economic disadvantage hinders their kin support, their cultural values and extended family 

structures tend to bring their involvement with kin to the levels of the more economically 

advantaged White men.  These data highlight the inaccuracy of the either/or approaches to Black 

families (Black families are either “better” or “worse” organized, and it is either culture or 

structure that shapes family organization) and underscore the need for synthetic approaches to 

discussing Black families.   
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The debate on whether Black families are better or worse organized than White families has 

a long history (Allen 1979).  Scholars on one side of this debate argue that Blacks have more 

abundant family ties, and therefore greater family integration, than Whites (Allen 1979; 

Aschenbrenner 1975; Hill 1972; Hill 1999; Ladner 1972; McCray 1980; Newman 1999; Nobles 

1978; Stack 1974; Staples 1981; Sudarkasa 1988). On the other side of this debate, a number of 

scholars suggest that even though such thriving family networks among Blacks might have existed 

in the past, economic and social changes destroyed them, leaving Blacks with fewer family ties 

than Whites (Anderson 1990; Jewell 1988; Murray 1984; Patterson 1998; Roschelle 1997; Wilson 

1987).  

This second group of scholars, to whom I refer as “disorganization theorists,” has been 

particularly stressing the role of men (or rather lack of it) in Black families. They argue that Black 

men have in many ways abandoned their familial roles, and attribute this trend either to 

“dysfunctional” cultural patterns of family life among Blacks, such as single mother families and 

“matriarchy,” or to Black men’s social marginalization due to concentrated poverty and high 

criminal involvement. At the same time, those who argue that Black family ties are abundant 

usually focus mostly on women and their networks (Aschenbrenner 1973; Aschenbrenner 1975; 

Billingsley 1968; Hill 1972; Hill 1999; Johnson 2000; Ladner 1972; McCray 1980; Nobles 1978; 

Stack 1974; Staples 1973; Staples 1981; Sudarkasa 1988). This creates a gap in empirical research 

on men’s familial involvement that would address this debate.  

This paper aims to fill this gap. Using the National Survey of Families and Households data, 

I test the hypothesis about Black men’s familial disengagement by examining their extended 

family involvement relative to White men.  Further, I explore the factors that explain men’s 

familial involvement among Whites and Blacks, assessing the impact of socioeconomic factors, 
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cultural values, and family structure. The paper begins with a brief review of the literature 

surrounding disorganization vs superorganization debate, the empirical evidence concerning men’s 

familial involvement, and the factors that may explain racial variation in such involvement.  Then, 

it turns to a three part empirical analysis.  Because there is a consensus in the literature regarding 

the validity of kin support as a family integration measure, my indicator of family involvement is 

kin support –giving financial, practical, and emotional support to extended kin.  The first part of 

the analysis assesses the assumptions of the disorganization-superorganization debate by 

evaluating the differences and similarities between White and Black men’s kin support 

involvement.  The second part explains the racial differences in kin support using socioeconomic 

characteristics, cultural values, and family composition aspects.  The third part focuses on 

understanding the similarities of Black and White men’s kin support involvement.  The paper 

concludes with a discussion of the implications of the findings for theory, research, and social 

policy. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

DISORGANIZATION VS SUPEROGRANIZATION DEBATE 

The first group of scholars, whom I term “superorganization” theorists, focus on what they 

see as positive aspects of Black family organization, including strong mother-child relationships, 

communal patterns of childcare, extended and fictive kin ties, and extensive exchange of support 

within kin networks. (They were the first to highlight the importance of kin support as an indicator 

of family integration.) Importantly, these theorists mostly focus on women’s familial involvement, 

emphasizing woman-centered family and community ties, and frequently leave men’s role in 

familial networks out of discussion.  When discussing men’s roles, however, they frequently note 
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that Black women rather than men are located in the center of kin networks (Stack 1974; Staples 

1985).  Men may be contributing to households of their mother, an ex-wife, and a girlfriend raising 

their children, and may be active in matrifocal extended families either of their mother, sister, or 

wife (Aschenbrenner 1973; Aschenbrenner 1975). In other words, superorganization theorists 

argue that Black men form several families rather than being without families (Johnson 1999).  

Despite this acknowledgement, however, superorganization theorists do not pay due attention to 

men’s familial roles in their research (Lempert 1999). 

Superorganization theorists propose various explanations for these unique patterns of Black 

family organization.  Some of the them (cultural resiliency theorists) attribute Black family 

organization to the preservation of traditional Black cultures and continuing preferences for family 

organization forms found in these cultures, manifested through extended familistic values, a high 

value placed on childrearing and motherhood, acceptance of non-maternal care of children, but 

also the matrilateral focus placing women rather than men in the center of family functioning 

(Aschenbrenner 1973; Aschenbrenner 1975; Billingsley 1968; Hill 1972; Hill 1999; Johnson 2000; 

Ladner 1972; Nobles 1978; Staples 1973; Staples 1981; Sudarkasa 1988).  Other cultural resiliency 

theorists focus on the cultural outcomes of slavery and oppression, and argue that the common 

experience of oppression generated integration-boosting ethnic solidarity, altruism (Carson 1989; 

Stoll 2001), and religiosity (Littlejohn-Blake and Darling 1993; Musick, Wilson, and Bynum 2000; 

Robinson and Godbey 1997; Taylor, Hardison, and Chatters 1996; Taylor 1988). This approach, 

locating Black distinctiveness in the past (in Africa and during slavery), has been critiqued for 

understating the effects of contemporary economic and social institutions on Black families 

(Roschelle 1997), and social class diversity among contemporary Blacks.  It also tends to 

romanticize the strength of Black women (especially mothers), neglecting the burdens that gender 
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and race oppression place on them (Collins 2000; McCray 1980; Roschelle 1997).   

Yet another group of superorganization theorists, structural resiliency theorists (Allen 1979; 

Hays and Mindel 1973; Lempert 1999; Newman 2001; Newman 1999; Stack 1974; Stack 1981), 

argue that the differences between Black and White families result from the different 

contemporary structural positions of these two groups, such as education, income, and wealth 

differences.  Structural resiliency theorists argue that poor families need to maintain higher levels 

of integration in order to make ends meet.  They at least implicitly argue that race yields little 

effect independent of socioeconomic position. This approach often romanticizes poor families 

(Roschelle 1997).  Although the proponents of this approach acknowledge the tolls of poverty, 

attributing higher marital instability and other familial difficulties to the problems and strains of 

living in poverty, they mainly focus on positive aspects, even glorifying the survival strategies of 

the poor.  This approach also avoids discussing any cultural differences between Blacks and 

Whites (Roschelle 1997).   

The disorganization approach, in contrast, characterizes Black families as disorganized, 

deficient and dysfunctional as compared to White families.  These scholars frequently stress the 

importance of nuclear family structure, focusing on “absent Black fathers” and mother-headed 

families and as a sign of disorganization (Murray 1984; Wilson 1987).  Some of them, however, 

also address the issue of extended kin integration. Focusing on social support among extended kin, 

these scholars argue that the kin support among Blacks has declined rapidly over the past few 

decades, so that now Blacks are less likely to be involved in support transfers than Whites.  This 

argument usually does not differentiate between women and men, but when it does, it stresses 

men’s greater familial disengagement and substitution of street-corner networks for familial 

networks (Anderson 1990; Scott and Black 1999).  
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Some proponents of this approach, so-called cultural deficiency theorists, stress culture as the 

primary explanation for Black family patterns, attributing Black family disorganization to deviant 

Black cultural values, especially the absence of cultural norms promoting marriage, tolerance for 

non-marital childbearing, preference for so-called “matriarchy” (typically implying that “strong” 

Black women prefer to head families and thus push men away), and general mistrust and cynicism 

(Aldous 1969; Bernard 1966; Frazier 1932; Frazier 1939; Frazier 1949; Gilder 1981; Moynihan 

1965; Patterson 1998; Rainwater 1970; Wilson and Musick 1997).  Even though cultural deficiency 

scholars attribute the origins of these cultural values to slavery and the subsequent years of 

oppression, they argue that cultural transmission to the next generation created a self-perpetuating 

cycle of pathology.  These scholars have been extensively critiqued for assuming that the 

patriarchal nuclear family structure is (or should be) the norm, for ignoring contemporary 

structural oppression of Blacks, for overemphasizing findings derived from studies of “underclass” 

Black families, and for misrepresenting the societal position of Black women (Baca Zinn 1989; 

Collins 1989; Collins 2000; Ladner 1972; Roschelle 1997; Scanzoni 1977; Staples 1981).   

Others, whom I call structural destruction theorists, stress structural explanations to Black 

family disorganization, locating the cause in contemporary social structure far more than in past 

oppression and cultural values (Hogan, Eggebeen, and Clogg 1993; Jewell 1988; Kaplan 1997; 

McDonald and Armstrong 2001; Murray 1984; Oliker 2000; Roschelle 1997; Staples 1988; Tolnay 

1999; Wilson 1987).  They attribute the perceived decline in Black family integration, and especially 

in familial involvement of Black men, to Blacks’ declining economic position: persistent and 

residentially concentrated poverty, increasing joblessness (Wilson 1987) and associated social 

problems such as drugs, crime, and high incarceration rates (Anderson 1990), lack of resources 

(Kaplan 1997; Oliker 2000; Roschelle 1997), and liberal social policy said to disrupt kin networks 
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(Jewell 1988; McDonald and Armstrong 2001; Murray 1984).  Structural destruction approach, 

however, has been criticized for its tendency to generalize “underclass” findings to all Blacks, 

neglecting diversity among them.   

Finally, some theorists, especially multiracial feminist theorists, have begun to criticize the 

general either/or terms of debate – that this debate presupposes that Black families are either 

“better” or “worse” organized, as well as that it is either culture or structure that shapes family 

organization (Baca Zinn 1994; Billingsley 1992; Collins 2000; Roschelle 1997; Sewell 1992; 

Sudarkasa 1988; Taylor 2000).  They propose a synthetic rather than dichotomous approach to 

discussing Black families.  However, few have implemented such a synthetic approach in 

empirical research. 

RESEARCH ON MEN’S FAMILIAL INVOLVEMENT 

In their extensive review of the research literature, Taylor and his colleagues (Taylor et al. 

1990) concluded that studies of Black men's family life are exceedingly rare and one of the most 

conspicuous gaps in the literature. Thus, limited evidence exists to substantiate the claims of either 

disorganization or superorganization theorists when it comes to men’s familial involvement.  The 

research that does exist can be broadly divided into two groups: the more abundant research on 

Black men’s participation in nuclear families, and very scarce research on Black men’s extended 

family involvement.   

Marriage and Parenting 

The vast majority of the existing research on Black men’s familial involvement focuses on 

nuclear family, and more specifically, on marriage and parenting.  The research on marriage 

overwhelmingly agrees that Black men are less likely to be married (Anderson and Massey 2001; 

McLoyd et al. 2000; Taylor et al. 1997b; Tucker and Mitchell-Kernan 1995; Wilson 1987).  The 
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research has linked this difference in marriage rates to economic factors, especially employment, 

and gender ratio imbalance caused by high mortality and incarceration of men (McLoyd et al. 

2000; Taylor et al. 1997b; Tucker and Mitchell-Kernan 1995), though a few scholars relied on 

cultural explanations (Furstenberg 2001; Patterson 1998).   

The research on parenting has demonstrated that Black men are more likely to be nonresident 

fathers – that is, to live separately from their children (Anderson and Massey 2001; Eggebeen 

2002; Mott 1990; Seltzer and Bianchi 1988; Taylor et al. 1997b). Scholars attribute this higher 

prevalence of nonresidential fatherhood among Blacks to the differential rates of marriage 

discussed above, racial differences in socioeconomic standing (Lerman 1986; Marsiglio 1995; 

Taylor et al. 1997b), and the effects of incarceration (Browning, Miller, and Spruance 2001).   

Both research and media discussions have also repeatedly stressed Black men’s higher likelihood 

to become “deadbeat dads” – fathers who do not pay child support (Garfinkel, McLanahan, and 

Sarah 1986; Graham and Beller 1996; Roberts 1998).  Others have argued, however, that despite 

separate residences, non-payment of child support and even incarceration, Black nonresident 

fathers are very involved in day-to-day care of their children (Hamer 1998; Lempert 1999; Samuel 

2002; Thompson and Lawson 1999; Wade 1994).  Some researchers find that Black nonresident 

fathers are as involved as White ones (Seltzer and Bianchi 1988), and others show Black fathers to 

be even more involved (Mott 1990; Seltzer 1991; Stier and Tienda 1993).  Some scholars have also 

stressed Black men’s role as “other fathers” – men who as family members or community 

members assume responsibilities traditionally associated with paternity and therefore are deeply 

involved in parenting children other than their own (Lempert 1999; Whitmore 1999).  

Another set of literature has focused on residential fatherhood, and compared the 

involvement of Black and White fathers in a variety of day-to-day parenting tasks. The findings of 
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this literature are contradictory.  Some scholars reported that Black and White fathers are quite 

similar in terms of their paternal involvement (Ahmeduzzaman and Roopnarine 1992; Harris, 

Furstenberg, and Marmer 1998; Hossain and Roopnarine 1993; Hossain and Roopnarine 1994; 

Julian, McKenry, and McKelvey 1994; Toth and Xu 1999; Wilcox 2002).  Others, however, found 

that Black fathers are less involved in eating meals with children (Hofferth 2003; Wilcox 2002), 

reading (Hofferth 2003; Marsiglio 1991), playing with children (Marsiglio 1991; Yeung et al. 

2001), and giving personal care and helping with achievement-related activities (Yeung et al. 

2001).  Some also reported that Black fathers exhibit less warmth (Hofferth 2003), even though 

others demonstrated that Black and White fathers are similar in terms of expressing affection (Toth 

and Xu 1999). Others, however, demonstrated that Black fathers are more involved with children: 

They monitor and supervise their children more and exhibit more responsibility for childcare 

(Sanderson and Thompson 2002; Toth and Xu 1999), they are more involved in youth-related 

activities (Wilcox 2002) and in joint household activities with their children (Yeung et al. 2001), 

and have more private talks with children (Marsiglio 1991) than White fathers. Scholars have also 

shown that Black fathers are more likely to head single-parent families than White fathers 

(Eggebeen, Snyder, and Manning 1996).   

Those explaining Black men’s parenting evoke either cultural explanations, such as the 

cultural deficit model, matriarchy model, or Africentric model (Cochran 1997), or socioeconomic 

explanations for race differences. Whereas cultural theories are usually not empirically tested, both 

the literature on residential and on nonresidential fatherhood have demonstrated the power of 

socioeconomic explanation in understanding Black father-child involvement. For a residential 

father, structural characteristics such as level of education, income, and rates of employment 

influence the accessibility of a father to his child, the amount of direct interaction with that child, 
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and the assumption of responsibility for childcare (Ahmeduzzaman and Roopnarine 1992; 

Bowman 1993; Bowman and Forman 1997; Coley 1998; Fagan 1998; Hofferth 2003; Hudspeth 

2003; Landale and Oropesa 2001), whereas for a nonresidential father these characteristics shape 

the amount of money a non-residential father contributes toward his child and the frequency of his 

visits with the child (Graham and Beller 1996; Seltzer, Schaeffer, and Charng 1989; Smock and 

Manning 1997).  

Extended Families 

Very limited research exists on Black men’s extended family involvement.  In assessing 

Black men’s involvement, some scholars compare it to the familial participation of Black women.  

For example, Johnson (Johnson 1999) found no significant gender differences in elderly Blacks’ 

relationships with members of their extended families: Men and women do not differ in their 

contact with kin, or in the instrumental and expressive supports they received from kin.  In 

contrast, other scholars found that Black men are less involved with their extended families than 

Black women:  They reported that older Black men have significantly smaller and less extended 

informal social support networks (Barker, Morrow, and Mitteness 1998) and have less contact with 

their children than Black women (Spitze and Miner 1992).  They also reported that Black men are 

less likely than Black women to live in extended family households (Hunter 1997), and less likely 

to give be involved in most types of practical and emotional support, even though these differences 

essentially parallel gender differences among Whites (Laditka and Laditka 2001; Roschelle 1997; 

Silverstein and Waite 1993).  Overall, these studies seem to suggest that Black men are somewhat 

less involved in extended family life than Black women.  Such gender comparisons among Blacks, 

however, can be misleading as they do not allow determining whether the observed gender 

differences are race-specific:  i.e., there could be similar differences in extended family 
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involvement among Whites.    

Studies that compare Black and White men allow for a better understanding of the degree of 

uniqueness of Black extended family involvement.  These studies, however, are quite rare.  

Examining extended family coresidence, scholars found that both Black men are more likely to 

share residence with extended kin than White men (Coward et al. 1996; Goldscheider and Bures 

2003; Raley 1995).  Further, Raley (1995) found that Black men have more frequent contact with 

their mothers and socialize with relatives more often, but have less contact with their siblings than 

White men.  Kivett (1991) reported that the grandfather role in the rural South is more central to 

Black men than White men.   

Very few studies compared Black and White men’s involvement in giving kin support.1  

Silverstein and Waite (1993) found Black men to be less likely to be involved in practical and 

emotional support transfers with parents and adult children, but somewhat more likely to be 

involved in such transfers with siblings and other relatives.   Raley (1995) used a measure of kin 

support combining two types of practical and one type of emotional support, and found that Black 

and White men to be equally likely to give support to kin.  Laditka and Laditka (2001) found that 

Black men are less likely to give practical help to parents, but when they do, they give significantly 

more hours of help than White men. Finally, Roschelle (1997) found that Black men are less likely 

to give help with household tasks than White men.  Such variation in the findings can be primarily 

attributed to differences in the types of kin support analyzed, the types of kin included in the 

analyses (e.g., parents, adult children, siblings, etc.), as well as the methodologies used (e.g., type 

of sample, definitions of variables, use of controls, methods of analysis); see Peterson (Peterson 

                                                 
1 Even though the differential involvement of women and men in kin support networks was extensively 
demonstrated in both ethnographic and survey research (Cancian and Oliker 1999; Rossi and Rossi 1990; Sarkisian 
and Gerstel 2004; Walker 2001), most studies that examine race differences do so without separating women and 
men.  Instead, they seem at least implicitly to assume an equivalence of women and men within racial groups. 
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1996) for meta-analysis of kin support studies and discussion of some of these.   

Thus, the research on men’s extended family integration is very scarce. This paper aims to 

fill this gap.  Whereas there is a consensus in the literature regarding the validity of kin support as 

a family integration measure, the research examining Black men’s kin support contains the most 

contradictions.  Therefore, my indicators of family involvement are the measures of kin support – 

giving financial, practical, and emotional support to extended kin.  Next, I will review the 

empirical research on the potential determinants of race differences in such kin support 

involvement.  

RESEARCH ON FACTORS SHAPING KIN SUPPORT  

In addition to controls such as age or health, studies of the factors shaping kin support, and, 

more specifically, race differences in kin support, focus on three major groups of factors: cultural 

values, socioeconomic characteristics, and nuclear and extended family composition. 

CULTURAL VALUES. Even though both disorganization and superorganization theorists 

developed arguments that cultural values are crucial in understanding race differences in familial 

involvement, the actual cultural predisposition to kin integration is rarely measured.  Cultural 

difference usually enters the equation only as a residual category – those race differences that 

remain after controlling for socioeconomic variables and family structure are typically interpreted 

as a product of cultural differences.  Very few studies attempt to evaluate the direct impact of 

cultural values.  Those few who do attempt to measure culture examine values, such as “respect for 

young” and “respect for old” (Mutran 1985) or “familism” (Roschelle 1997), and find no effect or 

a limited positive effect of such values on kin support involvement.   

SOCIOECONOMIC STANDING.  In contrast, most studies of race differences in kin support 

involvement include some measures of socioeconomic standing, usually income and education, 
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and sometimes employment.  The findings differ substantially across studies.  Some studies find 

that higher economic standing (as measured by higher income and education) increase the 

likelihood of kin support involvement (Cooney and Uhlenberg 1992; Eggebeen 1992; Hatch 1991; 

Hogan, Eggebeen, and Clogg 1993; Lee and Aytac 1998; Roschelle 1997; Silverstein and Waite 

1993).  Others find that higher economic standing decreases kin support (Benin and Keith 1995; 

Laditka and Laditka 2001; Mutran 1985).  Yet other studies report education and income operate 

in opposite directions (Jayakody 1998; Marks 1996) or have no effect on kin support (Jayakody, 

Chatters, and Taylor 1993).  Some studies account for employment status as well, finding either 

that those employed are less likely to give support (Marks 1996), or that they are more likely to 

give support (Silverstein and Waite 1993), or that they are no different from those not employed 

(Cooney and Uhlenberg 1992; Hatch 1991; Roschelle 1997).  Finally, despite the demonstrated 

wealth differential between Blacks and Whites (Oliver and Shapiro 1997), the studies of kin 

support usually do not take wealth into consideration.  One study, however, examined vehicle 

ownership and found no relationship to kin support (Hatch 1991).   

FAMILY COMPOSITION.  In the case of extended family composition there is agreement 

regarding its effects on kin support.  Studies show that more relatives and their closer proximity 

boost kin support (Eggebeen 1992; Hogan, Eggebeen, and Clogg 1993; Jayakody, Chatters, and 

Taylor 1993; Parish, Hao, and Hogan 1991; Roschelle 1997).  There is much confusion, however, 

regarding the effects of nuclear family composition.  It is well established that Blacks are less likely 

to have spouses/partners and more likely to be single parents, and have more children on average 

than Whites (Heaton, Chadwick, and Jacobson 2000; Hill 1999; Taylor et al. 1997a; Tucker and 

Mitchell-Kernan 1995).  Scholars, however, disagree on the effects of these differences.  Some argue 

that having a spouse or a partner increases the size of an individual’s familial network, providing 
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more opportunities for kin support (Campbell and Lee 1992; Lewis 2001), and that divorce decreases 

such networks (Kelly 1986; Wallerstein and Kelly 1980).  Others, however, have argued that 

“marriage is a greedy institution” which takes away time and resources that might otherwise be spent 

on helping extended kin (Albeck and Kaydar 2002; Barrett 1980; Coser and Coser 1974; Fischer 

1982; Gerstel 1988; Johnson and Leslie 1982).  A similar debate exists around the effects of children 

on kin support.  Whereas some argue that children consume parents’ time and resources, reducing 

their availability for support involvement (Fischer and Oliker 1983; Moore 1990; Munch, 

McPherson, and Smith-Lovin 1997; Rawlins 1992), others argue that they increase the need for 

support as well as connect individuals to others, especially to extended kin (Amato 1993; Ambert 

1992; Dwyer, Lee, and Jankowski 1994; Gallagher and Gerstel 2001; Lawton, Silverstein, and 

Bengston 1994).  Furthermore, many have demonstrated that the effects of marriage/partnership, 

divorce, and children on social support differ by gender (Gallagher and Gerstel 2001; Gerstel 1988; 

Milardo 1987); it is unclear, however, whether they also differ by race, or how, if at all, race and 

gender interact.   

Thus, there is much disagreement regarding the effects of cultural values, socioeconomic 

standing, and family composition (especially nuclear) on race differences in kin support.  Little 

research provides the basis for a systematic evaluation of the role of cultural, socioeconomic, and 

family composition factors in shaping racial differences in kin integration.  

 

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

The first objective of this paper is to assess the proposition of the disorganization theorists 

that Black men are less integrated into families.  Focusing on kin support, I analyze the differences 

and similarities between Blacks and Whites.  If disorganization theorists are correct, I would 
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expect to find that Black men are less involved in all sorts of kin support transfers than White men.  

If superorganization theorists are right, then Black men should be more likely to be involved in 

such support transfers.   

The second objective of this research is to explain the racial differences in kin support using 

measures of socioeconomic standing, cultural values, and nuclear and extended family 

composition.  Here I evaluate the relative importance of these groups of factors in explaining the 

differences.  

The third objective is to understand the origins of the similarities in kin support, once again 

using measures of socioeconomic standing, cultural values, and nuclear and extended family 

composition. Here I assess two main potential explanations for racial similarities in kin support.  

The first explanation suggests that those cultural values, socioeconomic characteristics, and family 

composition aspects that have different average values for Blacks and Whites do not shape kin 

support involvement.  The second explanation suggests that such cultural values, socioeconomic 

characteristics, and family composition aspects do shape kin support involvement but their effects 

push the race differential in opposite directions thus producing similarities.   

 

DATA AND METHODS 

This paper utilizes data from the second wave (1992-94) of the National Survey of Families 

and Households (Sweet, Bumpass, and Call 1988), in which a total of 10,005 main respondents 

were interviewed.  For additional information on the NSFH, see the data documentation (Sweet 

and Bumpass 1996; Sweet, Bumpass, and Call 1988).  I focus on a subsample limited to White and 

Black men (N=3573).2    

                                                 
2 To obtain generalizable results, all of the analyses utilize analytic weights constructed to adjust for both 
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Dependent variables are categorical, measuring respondent’s involvement in giving six 

different types of kin support as well as any kin support at all.  Even though it is important to 

examine kin support transfers within the household, this paper is limited to an analysis of inter-

household transfers due to data availability problems (such data are available only for parents and 

adult children of respondents).  This accords with most literature comparing Black and White kin 

support patterns, as it usually focuses on inter-household support transfers.   

To examine the full spectrum of support, I use measures of each of the three major types of 

kin support identified in the literature:  financial, emotional, and practical.  I include: 1) a measure 

of financial support that combines giving a gift over $200, giving a loan over $200, and  help 

paying living and educational expenses; 2) one measure of emotional kin support (advice, 

encouragement, moral or emotional support); 3) three measures of practical support (help with 

transportation; help with housework, yardwork, car repairs, and other work around the house; and 

help with baby sitting or child care).3  

Financial support variables were constructed using questions asking whether the respondent 

or spouse (1) gave a gift worth more than $200 at any one time in the last 12 months to anyone not 

                                                                                                                                                             
oversampling and the attrition bias, as well as to match the sample to the U.S. adult population in race, age, and 

gender composition weights.  Following the suggestions of those who examined sampling design effects in NSFH 

(Johnson and Elliott 1998), we also use standard error estimates corrected for sample design, that is, for clustering 

and stratification.  

3 Unfortunately, all measures of kin support used in this paper are categorical since no information on the time spent 

on specific kinds of kin support is available in the data.  This places certain limitations on the analysis, as I can only 

discuss the likelihood of kin support transfers but not the amount of support transferred.  Because the data are 

limited in this way for both Blacks and Whites, this problem does not significantly impair my analysis.  Future data 

collection efforts, however, should include questions on the amounts of kin support.   
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living with them at the time, (2) gave such a loan worth more than $200; (3) paid someone’s day-

to-day living expenses or educational expenses, and, if involved any of such transfers, to whom 

they gave the highest gift amount and the highest loan (for help paying expenses, the respondent 

was asked to name only one person to whom the respondent provided such help).  Note that his 

measure of financial help involved determining whether the respondent or spouse gave to kin the 

most rather than whether they were involved in such transfers with kin at all. This potentially 

underestimates transfers with kin for the cases when both kin and nonkin were involved in the 

transfers and the transferred amount for non-kin was larger than for kin. 

Emotional and practical support variables were constructed using the questions asking 

whether respondents gave each of those types of support in the last month to/from (a) 

parents/children; (b) siblings; (c) other relatives; (d) friends, neighbors, coworkers.  Because the 

primary goal of this paper is analyzing kin support overall, the first three categories were collapsed 

to create kin support measures.4   

For multivariate analyses, five groups of independent variables are used along with race: 

cultural variables, socioeconomic variables, nuclear family composition, extended family 

                                                 
4 These three categories were collapsed for simplicity purposes as the primary goal of the paper is describing and 

explaining kin support overall.  However, studies documented variation in specific support sources by age, gender, 

marital status, etc. (Turner and Marino 1994). Further, some scholars have suggested that Blacks and Whites have 

differing types of kinship organization, with White kinship structures emphasizing lineal generational bonds 

between parents and children, and Black kinship structures emphasizing collateral sibling bonds and possessing 

expansive properties that allow inclusion of a variety of kin (Johnson 2000; Sudarkasa 1988).  In separate analyses, 

not presented here, looking at support transfers in each of these kinship categories separately, I find some limited 

confirmation of this theory, as Blacks are more likely to be involved in many support transfers with “siblings” and 

“other relatives” but not “parents/children”; for additional supporting evidence, see Waite and Harrison (Waite and 

Harrison 1992).   
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composition, and controls (see Appendix A for full description, along with means and standard 

deviations by race, and significance tests, for all independent variables).   

First, I use six measures of cultural values, including 1) a scale of attitudes toward marriage, 

2) a scale measuring importance of having children, and 3) a scale measuring attitudes toward non-

maternal care for children; 4) a scale measuring extended familistic attitudes focusing on attitudes 

towards financial help and coresidence with needy parents and adult children; 5) an altruism scale 

measuring respondent’s attitudes towards giving time and money to others; and 6) two dummy 

variables indicating church attendance frequency, with moderate church attendance defined as at 

least once a year but less than once a week, and frequent attendance defined as once a week or 

more.5  Second, I use seven measures of structural position: income, wealth, education, 

employment, vehicle ownership, and home ownership (see Appendix A for more detail).  While 

these measures are significantly correlated with each other, these correlations do not introduce 

dangerous levels of multicollinearity (the highest pairwise Pearson correlation coefficient is .47).  

Third, my measures of nuclear family composition include relationship status, presence of minor 

children ages 0-12 and 13-18 in the household, and respondent’s non-resident parent status.  

Fourth, presence of adult children, grandchildren, and parents, number of living siblings, number 

of coresident adults, and proximity of kin are included to describe extended family composition.  

Finally, my set of controls includes measures of age, health, and nuclear and extended family 

composition characteristics.  I include both age and age squared to model potential curvilinear 

relationships between age and kin support transfers.  I also control for health as it likely affects the 

                                                 
5 Scale reliability was measured using Chronbach’s alpha. Alphas for these scales ranged from .50 to.86 (see 

Appendix A for details). There is a considerable debate in the literature about what constitutes an acceptable alpha 

level (Peterson 1994). Following Nunnally, I consider alphas of .50 and over to indicate acceptable reliability 

(Nunnally 1978). 
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ability to give help.   

The analysis consists of three parts.  First, to assess the disorganization-superorganization 

debate, I calculate weighted means and survey6 standard errors, and perform F-tests to determine 

the statistical significance of the differences in proportions for White and Black men giving 

specific types of kin support as well as kin support overall.   

Second, to explain the racial differences, I construct explanatory models for kin support.   

I employ survey logistic regression to explain racial differences in kin support and explore the 

effects of culture, socioeconomic standing, and nuclear and extended family structure on such 

support.  Five groups of predictor variables – cultural, socioeconomic, nuclear family structure, 

extended family structure, and controls -- are used to explain giving support among Blacks and 

Whites.   To be able to identify more clearly which set of predictors is responsible for explaining 

racial differences, along with the full models including all groups of variables simultaneously, I 

also estimate additional partial models introducing each group of variables separately.   

Third, to account for the similarities, I examine how the race differences in cultural values, 

socioeconomic characteristics, and family composition produce similar levels of kin support 

involvement.   I assess two main potential explanations for racial similarities in kin support.  The 

first explanation suggests that those cultural values, socioeconomic characteristics, and family 

composition aspects that have different average values for Blacks and Whites do not shape kin 

support involvement.  The second explanation suggests that such cultural values, socioeconomic 

characteristics, and family composition aspects do shape kin support involvement but their effects 

push the race differential in opposite directions thus producing similarities.  The information on the 

value and significance of individual regression coefficients for each of the characteristics is not 

                                                 
6 Survey estimates and tests are calculated using weights and adjusting for sample design.   
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sufficient to determine which of these potential explanations is correct.   This information should 

be combined with the information on the size and significance of the differences between Blacks 

and Whites in the average values of these characteristics.  To account for both of these pieces of 

data simultaneously, I construct separate logistic regression models for White and Black men and 

perform regression decomposition.  This technique makes it possible to separate out the effects of 

(1) group differences in the means of independent variables, and (2) differential responses of the 

groups to the same conditions. 

In the case of an ordinary least squares regression, a 1-unit change in an independent variable 

x is associated with a change of size b in the dependent variable.  Here, regression decomposition 

would involve estimating two equations, 

ywhite= awhite + bwhitexwhite  and  yblack= ablack + bblackxblack 

and then decomposing the White-Black differential  

ywhite - yblack = (awhite - ablack) + b(xwhite-xblack) + x(bwhite-bblack),  

where:  

x = (xblack + xwhite)/2 and b = (bblack + bwhite)/2. 

In a logistic regression equation, however, a 1-unit change in an independent variable x is 

associated with a change of size p(1 - p)b, where p is the proportion giving kin support. Following 

Glick, Bean and Van Hook (Glick, Bean, and Van Hook 1997), I calculate the decomposition 

components from logistic regression results by multiplying the above components of 

decomposition by p(1 – p).  I estimate p as the average of p for Blacks and Whites: 

p=(pblack+pwhite)/2 

Thus, decomposition equation becomes: 

pwhite - pblack = (awhite - ablack) p(1 – p) + b(xwhite-xblack) p(1 - p) + x(bwhite-bblack) p(1 - p). 
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(See Fairlie 2003; Glick and Van Hook 2002; Glick, Bean, and Van Hook 1997 for more details on 

this technique.)  

The most interesting component that we obtain through such decomposition is b(xwhite-xblack), 

called the compositional effect.  For each independent variable used in regression (whether a 

measure of socioeconomic standing, cultural values, or family structure), this component indicates 

the amount and direction of racial difference in the dependent variable due to the difference by 

race in means of that independent variable.  The second major component, x(bwhite-bblack), indicates 

the amount and direction of racial difference that can be attributed to the differential response of 

Blacks and Whites to similar conditions (i.e., socioeconomic factors, cultural values, and family 

composition characteristics).  Therefore, this technique allows us to see whether the similarities in 

kin support reflect the absence of racial differences in average levels and effects of the factors 

shaping kin support, or whether such racial differences exist but operate in opposing directions 

thus producing similarities.  

 

ANALYSIS 

EVALUATING RACIAL DIFFERENCES AND SIMILARITIES 

The analysis begins with a comparison of the prevalence of cross-household kin support 

giving among men.  Table 1 compares percentages of men giving various types of support for 

Blacks and Whites.   

(TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE) 

Table 1 shows that although Whites are more likely than Blacks to be involved in giving financial 

support, Blacks are more likely than Whites to be involved in giving help with transportation.  

With these two exceptions, men are very similar across race. Thus, it is not possible to state that 
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either Black or White men are more integrated into their extended families.  Rather, White and 

Black men are both actively involved in helping extended kin (only about 20% in each group are 

not involved at all in kin support). The racial differences are primarily in the type of support more 

often circulated, not in the overall levels of participation. 

(TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE) 

Next, before I turn to constructing explanatory models for giving kin support, I examine race 

differences in a variety of explanatory variables. Table 2 presents mean comparisons by race for all 

the independent variables used in multivariate models: cultural variables, structural variables, 

family composition variables, and controls (for variable definitions and standard deviations, see 

Appendix A).  Table 2 demonstrates that Black and White men differ on most measures of cultural 

values: on average, Black men place less value on marriage, are more accepting of nonmaternal 

care of children, express more familistic, and altruistic attitudes, as well as more Christian 

fundamentalist beliefs than White men.  Black men also attend religious services more often than 

White men.  Similarly, we observe many differences between Blacks and Whites on measures of 

their structural circumstances:  Black men have significantly lower incomes, less wealth, and less 

education; they are also less likely to own cars and houses.  The two groups do not differ in the 

average rates of employment, however.  There are also many differences in terms of the nuclear 

and extended family composition.  Black men are more likely to be unpartnered, to have children 

13-18 y.o., and to be nonresident parents than White men.  Further, whereas Black and White men 

are equally likely to have adult children, grandchildren, or living parents, Black men have more 

siblings, live in households with more coresident adults, and live in closer proximity to their 

extended kin.  Finally, in terms of the controls, I find that on average, Black men are younger than 

White men, but they do not differ significantly in their health conditions. 
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EXPLAINING RACIAL DIFFERENCES 

Now I turn to the second question: what explains the racial differences in kin support? Here I 

construct explanatory models for kin support employing logistic regression in order to examine 

which of the many differences between Black and White men on the independent variables explain 

the differences in kin support.  Because the only significant differences in kin support between 

Black and White men were in financial help and transportation help, I concentrate on these two 

types of kin support in explaining race differences.   

(TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE) 

Table 3 presents logistic regression results that examine which of these many differences 

between Black and White men help explain the racial differences in kin support.  This table first 

presents the results of the five partial models, and then the full model results.  The results appear in 

these tables as odds ratios, with odds ratios greater than one indicating positive effects, and odds 

ratios smaller than one indicating negative effects.  Odds ratios are multiplicative coefficients that 

can also best interpreted in a form of 100*(Odds Ratio –1) as the percentage change in the 

likelihood of being involved in a specific support transfer per one unit change in the independent 

variable.   

More specifically, the first row of coefficients presents the odds ratios of the race variable for 

the models containing only the race variable; the next four rows of coefficients present the odds 

ratios of the race variable for the partial culture, socioeconomic standing, nuclear family, and 

extended family models, respectively. Each of these partial models contained the race variable and 

the corresponding set of independent variables; for simplicity sake, we present the odds ratios for 

race variable only.   Below the partial models, we present odds ratios for the full model (which 

combines race, the set of culture variables, the set of SES variables, the set of nuclear family 
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composition variables, the set of extended family composition variables, and all the controls).  

Assessment of the changes in the race variable coefficient across the models (from race only 

model, to partial cultural, partial socioeconomic, partial nuclear family structure, and partial 

extended family structure models, to the full model) allows us to discuss the power of culture, 

socioeconomic standing, and family composition in explaining the racial differences in kin 

support, whereas analysis of individual coefficients for cultural, socioeconomic, family 

composition, and control variables allows us to assess the relationship of each variable to the 

likelihood of specific kin support transfers.   

As the race coefficients for partial models of financial help show, neither cultural factors nor 

family composition can explain the race differences in giving financial help observed in the race 

only model.   This difference becomes non-significant, however, when we control for 

socioeconomic variables.  As indicated by the socioeconomic variables’ coefficients in the full 

model, the likelihood of giving financial help is strongly related to the economic standing of the 

respondent, including significant positive relationships with income, wealth, education, and 

employment.  And because Black men have lower income and less wealth and education than 

White men (see Table 2), they are less likely to give financial help to their kin. Thus, the partial 

models demonstrate that socioeconomic variables are the most important ones in explaining race 

differences in giving financial help.   

In contrast, the partial models for transportation help indicate that the higher propensity of 

Black men to give transportation help can be explained by either cultural variables or extended 

family structure.  As the full model coefficients indicate for the culture variables, altruistic values 

as well as church attendance are both associated with higher likelihood of transportation help, and 

as Blacks have more altruistic values and attend church more often than Whites (see Table 2), they 
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are also more likely to help their extended kin with transportation.  The full model coefficients for 

the extended family composition model indicate that having living parents, coresiding with more 

adults, and living in close proximity to extended kin all increase the likelihood of giving help with 

transportation.  As Blacks coreside with more adults and live closer to extended kin on average 

than Whites, they are therefore more likely to help kin with transportation.   

Interestingly, controlling for socioeconomic variables further increases the racial gap in 

transportation.  That is, Black men’s socioeconomic position (specifically, their education levels 

and car ownership) somewhat dampens their participation in giving transportation help – if they 

would have the same socioeconomic characteristics as White men, they would be even more likely 

to give transportation help then they currently are.  This dampening effect of socioeconomic 

standing, however, is fully compensated by the effects of the differences in cultural values and 

extended family structure.  Therefore, despite their lower SES, Blacks are more likely than Whites 

to provide transportation help due to more altruistic values, more frequent church attendance, more 

coresident adults, and more geographically proximate extended kin.   

DECOMPOSING RACIAL SIMILARITIES 

Next, I turn to explaining the surprising level of similarity in Black and White kin support. In 

this part of the analysis I focus on the overall kin support measure. The bivariate data indicated 

that Blacks and Whites do not differ in their rates of participation in giving kin support overall, 

despite all the differences in socioeconomic characteristics, cultural values, and family 

composition. I utilize regression decomposition in order to better understand the processes 

underlying such similarity.  

(TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE) 

Table 4 displays the results of regression decomposition.  First two columns of this table 
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present the means of independent variables by race (these data were already presented in Table 2).  

Next two columns present the logistic regression coefficients and their statistical significance for 

the separate models of kin support for Blacks and Whites. Next column displays the amount of 

White-Black differential (percentage of Whites involved in kin support minus percentage of 

Blacks involved in kin support) that can be attributed to the race difference in means of 

independent variables.  A positive number indicates that the race difference in means results in a 

higher level of kin support involvement for Whites than Blacks and therefore brings about an 

increase in White-Black differential.   A negative number indicates that the mean difference results 

in a higher level of kin support involvement for Blacks than for Whites and therefore brings about 

a decrease in White-Black differential (which simultaneously means an increase in Black-White 

differential).  The significance test displayed in this column represents statistical significance of 

the mean differences.  This column combines the information on race differences in independent 

variables and the effects of these variables on kin support, therefore providing me with the 

information most crucial to understanding the nature of racial similarity in kin support 

involvement.  Finally, the last column displays the amount of White-Black differential that can be 

attributed to the different responses of Whites and Blacks to the same socioeconomic, cultural, or 

family composition factors.  The significance test represents statistical significance of the 

difference in regression coefficients by race.  It is impossible to explain, however, why Whites and 

Blacks would respond differently to the same cultural, socioeconomic, or family composition 

characteristics.  Therefore, this component of decomposition analysis is usually less of interest 

than the previous one (i.e., compositional effects).    

Thus, focusing on the compositional effects presented in Column 5 (i.e., the amount of racial 

difference due to a difference in means of independent variables), we find that the differences in 
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cultural values appear to increase the kin support involvement of Blacks more than that of Whites. 

Specifically, more familistic and altruistic values of Blacks and their more frequent church 

attendance result in their higher levels of kin support involvement.  As the subtotal indicates, the 

cultural values generate a race gap in kin support involvement of 2.39% favoring Blacks. 

Moreover, Blacks’ and Whites’ differential response to frequent church assistance (it increases kin 

support involvement for Blacks more than for Whites) further increases Black-White kin support 

differential: The culture subtotal for Column 6 indicates that the different effects of cultural values 

for Blacks and Whites generate a race gap of 6.87% favoring Blacks.  

The differences in socioeconomic characteristics, in contrast, produce higher levels of kin 

support involvement for Whites than for Blacks.  Whites have higher levels of income, wealth, 

education, home ownership and vehicle ownership than Blacks. As these characteristics increase 

the likelihood of kin support involvement, these mean differences by race increase the White-

Black kin support differential.  As the subtotal for socioeconomic characteristics indicates, race 

differences in socioeconomic characteristics generate a race gap in kin support involvement of 

9.8% favoring Whites.  Race differences in coefficients of socioeconomic variables (see Column 

6) do not produce much impact on race difference in kin support: education and car ownership 

have more of an effect on White kin support than on Black kin support, and therefore increase 

White-Black differential, and income, employment, and home ownership have more effect on 

Black kin support than on White kin support, and therefore decrease White-Black differential.  

Further, only one of these racial differences in effects of socioeconomic characteristics is 

statistically significant – the difference in effects of employment, but employment itself does not 

exhibit a statistically significant relationship to kin support for either Blacks or Whites.  Taken 

together, the differences in effects of socioeconomic characteristics generate a race gap of less than 
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1% (favoring Blacks).   

Next, the differences in nuclear family structure have much less impact on White-Black kin 

support differential than other groups of variables.  Even though Black men are much more likely 

to be unpartnered, that only generates a race gap in kin support of 0.46% favoring Blacks.  The 

somewhat higher propensity of Black men to have teenage children in the household contributed 

further 0.20% in the same direction (i.e., favoring Blacks).  The small gap generated by these two 

characteristics is further diminished by the race gap in kin support of 0.18% favoring Whites that 

can be attributed to the higher likelihood of Black men to be nonresident parents.  Thus, as the 

subtotal indicates, race differences in nuclear family structure only contribute 0.65% of race gap 

favoring Blacks.  The differences in coefficients for nuclear family structure variables offer a 

larger contribution to the race gap in kin support: as the subtotal for nuclear family characteristics 

in Column 6 indicates, these differences generate a race gap of 3.45% favoring Blacks.  None of 

the differences in coefficients for nuclear family characteristics is statistically significant, however.   

The differences in extended family structure generate a substantial race gap in kin support 

favoring Black men. Black men have more siblings, more adults coresiding with them, and more 

kin living within two miles from them than White men.  All these characteristics tend to increase 

kin support involvement. Therefore, they generate a race gap favoring Blacks: as the subtotal 

indicates, extended family composition increases Black-White differential in kin support by almost 

4% (or, alternatively, decreases White-Black differential by that amount).  The difference due to 

the differential effects of family structure on Blacks and Whites operates in the opposite direction, 

however, increasing White-Black differential in kin support involvement by 11.23%. The 

difference in coefficients for the presence of adult children is the most important one here: 

Whereas White men are more likely to give kin support if they have adult children, Black men 
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who have adult children are less likely to give kin support (this relationship is not statistically 

significant for Black men, however).  

Finally, among controls, the race difference in age (with Black men being younger on 

average than White men) generated a race differential in kin support of 1.47% favoring Blacks, as 

age is negatively related to kin support involvement. Thus, the subtotal indicates than controls 

contribute another 1.44% increase in Black-White differential in kin support involvement.  Further, 

as column 6 indicates, there are no significant differences in effects of age or health by race, but 

they do contribute additional 1.56% towards the Black-White differential in giving kin support.  

Taken together, these findings (especially the findings regarding the compositional effects) 

suggest that the paradoxical similarity of Black and White men in kin support involvement is 

mostly due to the fact that the effects of socioeconomic standing, cultural values, and extended kin 

proximity cancel each other out as far as race differences are concerned. Although Black men have 

lower socioeconomic standing than White men that discourages kin support, they have higher 

levels of extended familistic and altruistic values that are positively related to kin support. Blacks 

also have more siblings on average, are more likely to coreside with and to live in close proximity 

to their extended kin, which facilitates giving kin support. Thus, whereas the differences in 

socioeconomic standing increase White-Black kin support involvement differential, the joint 

operation of the race differences in cultural values, nuclear and extended family structure, and age 

decrease that White-Black difference, making it insignificant and hence producing the similarity in 

kin support involvement that I observed in my bivariate analysis. All in all, as can be seen in the 

last row in the table that indicated the race difference adjusted for means, the race difference 

remaining after we account for all cultural, socioeconomic, and family composition factors is the 

miniscule 0.25% in favor of White men.   
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DISCUSSION  

THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS 

My analysis suggests that neither the superorganization nor the disorganization theorists 

accurately capture the racial distinctions in men’s kin support involvement.  First, the 

disorganization theories that postulate that Black men are especially isolated due to crime, poverty, 

or discrimination, and that they have, as a result, shown a particular propensity to abandon their 

familial roles (Anderson 1990; Wilson 1987) are refuted by the data.  But the proposition of the 

superorganization theorists, stating in a largely gender-unspecific way that Blacks are more 

involved in kin support, is also refuted when it comes to men.  In fact, Black men are quite similar 

to White men in their kin support involvement: When all types of kin support are taken together, 

Black men are as likely to give kin support as White men.   

This does not mean that Black men are just “being men” when it comes to kin support, 

however: The picture is more complicated than that.  First, in terms of specific kin support types, I 

identified two differences, operating in opposite directions:  in terms of the higher prevalence of 

financial help among Whites and the higher prevalence of transportation help among Blacks.   

Thus, Black men’s familial involvement is organized in some ways differently and in others 

similarly to White men’s.  I emphasize, however, that while different modes of organization exist, 

Black families are neither more nor less organized than White families.  Rather, they possess 

different patterns of organization, and the differences in these patterns should be analyzed and 

researched rather than judged.   

Asserting that, I should note that those scholars who escape the dilemma of superorganized 

versus disorganized minority families usually end up portraying these families as an “alternative” 

type of family in a pluralist society (Hays and Mindel 1973; Sudarkasa 1988).  This also holds 
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dangers, since it effectively removes inequality from the equation.  Assuming a pluralist society, 

such an approach neglects the fact that Black families exist in a society where certain family forms 

have different value judgments attached to them; some are disadvantaged relative to others due to 

structural arrangements and cultural assumptions that surround them (Baca Zinn and Wells 2000).  

I would like to distinguish my approach from the pluralist approach, first, by acknowledging that 

some might view particular kinds of kin support, specifically those more prevalent among Whites 

(i.e. large-scale financial assistance) as more valuable and important than those more prevalent 

among Blacks, such as help with transportation.  Scholars need to explicitly acknowledge such 

devaluation and attempt to study the actual experiences of family life and the actual utility of 

specific family patterns in particular social contexts.  Second, I distinguish my approach from the 

pluralist one by emphasizing the diversity of familial involvement patterns within racial groups.  I 

find that substantial within-group diversity exists among both White and Black men.  Whereas the 

data show that Blacks and Whites have somewhat different patterns of kin support involvement, 

these differences are not due to race in some simple dichotomous way.  It is within-group diversity 

in structural position, cultural values, and family composition that matters the most.  Therefore, 

blanket statements about the relative levels of familial involvement are misleading, and have to be 

supplemented with exploration of such diversity.  

My findings suggest that men’s socioeconomic status, cultural values, and extended family 

composition explain the race differences in kin support.  The lower prevalence of financial help 

among Blacks can be fully explained by their socioeconomic position.  It is clear that Black men 

are more likely to be poor and of low socioeconomic standing, and therefore they do not have the 

resources to give, especially given the potential bias of the question towards transfer large sums of 

money. The higher prevalence of transportation help among Black men, in contrast, can be 
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explained by either cultural variables, as Black men have more altruistic values and attend church 

more often, or extended family structure, as they live in closer proximity to extended kin.  As with 

financial help, Black men’s socioeconomic position somewhat dampens their participation in 

giving transportation help, but cultural values and extended family structure more than compensate 

for this dampening effect.   

Further, my analysis decomposing the overall racial similarity of kin support also suggests 

that the paradoxical similarity of Black and White men in kin support involvement is due to the 

fact that the effects of socioeconomic standing, cultural values, and extended kin proximity cancel 

each other out as far as race differences in kin support are concerned. Although Black men have 

lower socioeconomic standing than White men that discourages kin support, they have higher 

levels of extended familistic and altruistic values, more siblings, and more often live with or near 

extended kin, all of which boost their kin support involvement.  Importantly, this phenomenon of 

socioeconomic characteristics and culture and family composition operating in opposite directions 

can be observed in separate decomposition analyses for each type of kin support where I observed 

a similarity of kin support involvement (data available from the author).  The racial differences in 

financial help and transportation help, on the other hand, emerged because one group of factors 

among these appeared dominant in shaping kin support.  For financial help, socioeconomic 

characteristics appeared to be the dominant explanatory variables, whereas for transportation help, 

extended family structure is the most important.  The effect of race differences in socioeconomic 

characteristics and extended family structure on financial and transportation help, respectively, is 

too large to be fully compensated by the race differences in other groups of factors.  

Notably, both in explaining the differences and similarities I find that nuclear family 

structure variables are largely unrelated to kin support.  They definitely contribute the least to 
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understanding either the racial differences in kin support or the overall racial similarity. 

Taken together, my findings suggest that while Black men’s economic disadvantage hinders 

their kin support, their cultural values and extended family structures tend to bring their 

involvement with kin to the levels of the more economically advantaged White men.  Thus, the 

data support the argument of structural destruction theorists that socioeconomic disadvantage 

translates into disadvantage in familial involvement for Blacks.  But these data also support the 

argument of cultural resiliency theorists that Blacks’ cultural values and traditional family forms 

boost their kin support participation.  They do refute, however, the propositions of structural 

resiliency theorists, who argue poverty increases the familial integration, and more specifically, the 

prevalence of kin support, as well as the propositions of the cultural deficiency theorists, who 

claim that deviant Black cultural values reduce their familial integration.   

Both structure and culture are important in understanding Black men’s familial involvement: 

Whatever advantages Black men have over White men in terms of kin support come from their 

cultural values and extended family structure; whatever disadvantages they have stem from their 

disadvantageous socioeconomic position.  Therefore, my data gives support to the arguments of 

those theorists who criticize the general either/or terms of Black family discussions -- Black 

families are either “better” or “worse” organized, and it is either culture or structure that shapes 

family organization (Baca Zinn 1994; Billingsley 1992; Collins 2000; Roschelle 1997; Sewell 

1992; Sudarkasa 1988; Taylor 2000).  Like these scholars, my data argues for the need for a 

synthetic rather than dichotomous approach to discussing Black families.   

STUDY LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

This study has at least five other limitations.  First, this research does not allow us to address 

changes over time.  Therefore I cannot argue that the networks of support did not deteriorate 
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among Black men as structural disorganization proponents claim.  However, the little literature 

that does make comparisons over time among Black men casts doubt on that claim.   

Taylor, Chatters, and Jackson (Taylor, Chatters, and Jackson 1997) use a variety of measures of 

family integration, including kin support, and show no drastic changes in family integration.7  

Furthermore, as my data indicate, even if some more drastic decline among Blacks or a drastic 

increase among Whites did occur, it did not make Blacks less involved in these networks than 

Whites.8 

Second, it is important to build contextual models examining racial segregation, 

socioeconomic composition, and other characteristics of communities along with respondents’ own 

race and socioeconomic standing.  Contextual analyses would also allow testing of other structural 

disorganization propositions, such as ones that concern racially and economically segregated 

“underclass” families having less kin support involvement (Wilson 1987).   

Third, while in this paper I focused on kin support across households, in other analyses, not 

presented here, I have examined support transfers between respondents and their coresident and 

non-coresident adult children.  For both Black and White respondents, kin support involvement is 

even more prevalent with their coresident adult children than with their non-coresident adult 

children included here in the definition of kin.  Since my analysis also indicated that Black men are 

significantly more likely to live with their relatives, including adult children, the analyses 

presented here likely understate the greater involvement of Blacks in many types of kin support. 

Fourth, unfortunately, from the data it is not possible to distinguish those people that the 

                                                 
7 Unfortunately, this study presents no comparable data for White families.    

8 In addition, my preliminary longitudinal analyses utilizing wave I (1987-8) and wave II (1992-4) of NSFH data 

also demonstrate absence of the decline in kin support among Blacks, either in an absolute terms or relative to 

Whites’ kin support.    
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respondents consider fictive kin; that is, people who are not related to the respondent by blood, 

marriage, or formal adoption but are nevertheless viewed as kin by the respondent.  It is impossible 

to find out whether such people were placed into category “other relatives” or into category “non-

relatives”.  Therefore, it is only possible to focus on kin using traditional definition (or 

respondents’ self-definition) of this term.  Since, according to the literature, Blacks are more likely 

than Whites to have fictive kin in their kin networks (Johnson 2000), this measurement problem 

might lead especially to an underestimate of kin support among Blacks. 

Fifth, kin support is only one aspect of family integration; other processes, structures, and 

outcomes of family life should be examined as well.  I focus on kin support as an indicator of 

family integration, since it recently became the most controversial one, producing the most 

empirical disagreement for the disorganization versus superorganization debate.  However, even 

though most involved in this debate focus on the prevalence of kin support and assume that kin 

support is a good indicator of family integration, that issue is far from resolved.  While most view 

extended kin support as a valuable resource benefiting individuals and communities, others find 

potential problems with it, especially among minorities.  They argue that kin support can be 

physically and psychologically burdensome (Bookwala, Yee, and Schulz 2000; Haley et al. 1995; 

Marks 1998; Martire and Schulz 2001; Schulz et al. 1995; White, Townsend, and Parris Stephens 

2000), can drain already scarce resources (Hicks-Bartlett 2000; Roschelle 1997; Stack 1974), can 

hinder the development of nonkin networks (Haley et al. 1995; Pashup-Graham 1997), and can 

connect better-off minority population to their more disadvantaged kin who provide undesirable 

opportunities and role models (Pattillo-McCoy 1999).  To fully resolve superorganization versus 

disorganization debate, further research is necessary to determine the effects of various aspects of 

family integration, including kin support, on various aspects of individuals’ well-being.   
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POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

My research suggests the need to transcend the binary approach to Black families that is 

implicit in the disorganization versus superorganization debate, both because such an approach 

misrepresents the reality of family life and because it does so in politically dangerous ways.  Both 

disorganization and superorganization approaches produce an overall (and often a priori) judgment 

of Black families as either positive, ensuring economic survival and preserving cultural traditions, 

or negative, hindering economic success or reducing available support and resources.  Both of 

these alternatives are quite dangerous in their political implications.  Superorganization theorists 

are critical of the view of Black families as disorganized and pathological and therefore emphasize 

only the positive aspects of family life.  This may create a romanticized portrayal of Black families 

as fully protected by familial support safety nets, in need of neither assistance nor structural 

changes.  Disorganization theorists, on the other hand, are critical of the appearance of Black 

families as having all the support they need.  They, therefore, emphasize the social ills of poor 

Black families, which often easily leads to a portrayal of the Black family as villainous, blamed for 

poverty, crime, and all other social ills plaguing Black communities (Baca Zinn 1989) and hence 

deemed undeserving of governmental aid.  Thus, because policymakers often misinterpret or 

misuse social science, the disorganization-superorganization dichotomy contributes to a lose-lose 

policy situation for Black families.   

Furthermore, focusing on comparisons between Blacks and Whites, both camps neglect what 

I consider much more important.  Namely, it is not the relative amount of social support among 

Blacks and Whites that should be the primary concern.  Rather, social policy should be concerned 

with adequacy of that support to the particular needs of different populations.  For example, 

Hogan, Hao, and Parish (1990) showed that despite the higher access of Black (as compared to 
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White) young mothers to free kin-provided child care, they were more likely to indicate that they 

have inadequate access to child care, and that they would look for jobs, work more hours, or go to 

school or receive job training if only child care were available.  Similarly, Cox (1993) showed that 

Black caregivers of elderly receive more support from their families than White caregivers, yet 

Blacks also express a greater need for additional help.  Having greater support from kin often will 

not even come close to compensating for the disadvantages of being poor, or minority, or both.  

Neither researchers nor policy makers pay adequate attention to the differential needs of various 

populations for supports and services.  They also often forget that the basic rule of reciprocity, 

“what goes around, comes around,” can also be reversed to read: “what comes around, goes 

around.” (For an early formulation of this argument, see Stack 1974.)  Many people do not receive 

kin support without reciprocating, which often means further stretching one’s limited resources.   
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Table 1. Percentage of Men Giving Support to Extended Kin, by Race 

 

Variables Whites Blacks 

Kin Support by Type:   
   Financial Help 33.06 20.88*** 
   Emotional Care 65.60 63.67 
   Personal Care 16.06 13.92 
   Transportation Help 36.70 42.34* 
   Household Maintenance Help 38.07 40.97 
   Child Care Help 27.80 29.13 
Any Kin Support 80.79 79.20 
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Table 2. Means of Kin Support Predictors, by Race 

 

 Variables Whites 
(N=2983) 

Blacks 
(N=590) 

Culture:   
   Value of marriage 0.06 -0.10*** 
   Value of children 0.10 0.06 
   Nonmaternal care attitudes -0.17 0.12*** 
   Extended familism 0.02 0.20*** 
   Altruism -0.14 0.04*** 
   Moderate church attendance 0.40 0.50*** 
   Frequent church attendance 0.30 0.32 
   
Socioeconomic characteristics:   
   Income 0.83 0.58*** 
   Wealth 7.53 2.42*** 
   Education 13.44 11.53*** 
   Employment 0.73 0.68 
   Vehicle ownership 0.93 0.77*** 
   Home ownership 0.72 0.48*** 
   
Nuclear family structure:   
   Unpartnered 0.22 0.42*** 
   Children under 13 y.o. 0.27 0.25 
   Children 13-18 y.o. 0.15 0.19* 
   Nonresident parent 0.10 0.23*** 
   
Extended family structure:   
   Adult children 0.48 0.47 
   Grandchildren 0.34 0.37 
   Parents 0.67 0.67 
   Number of siblings 4.77 6.10*** 
   Coresident adults 2.44 3.44*** 
   Kin within 2 miles 0.36 0.50*** 
   Kin in 2-25 miles 0.37 0.34 
   
Controls:   
   Age 0.27 -2.81*** 
   Age squared 2.59 2.33 
   Health 0.08 0.05 
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Table 3. Explaining the Race Differences in Kin Support 
Variables Financial Help 

(N=3555) 
Transportation Help 

(N=3453) 

Race only model   

   Black 0.65*** 1.27* 

   Pseudo R2 0.003 0.001 

Culture model   

   Black  0.63*** 1.16 

   Pseudo R2 0.013 0.007 

Socioeconomic model   

   Black 1.09 1.41** 

   Pseudo R2 0.066 0.011 

Nuclear family model   

   Black 0.69*** 1.28* 

   Pseudo R2 0.023 0.015 

Extended family model   

   Black 0.70** 0.98 

   Pseudo R2 0.056 0.051 

Full model   

   Black 0.94 1.00 

   Pseudo R2 0.136 0.08 

   Culture:   

      Value of marriage 0.86* 1.00 

      Value of children 1.11 1.03 

      Nonmaternal care attitudes 0.82** 1.07 

      Extended familism 1.20** 1.12 

      Altruism 1.12 1.29** 

      Moderate church attendance 1.26 1.31** 

      Frequent church attendance 1.41* 1.32 

   Socioeconomic characteristics:   

      Income 1.92*** 1.10 

      Wealth 1.03*** 1.01 

      Education 1.10*** 1.04* 

      Employment 1.61** 0.89 

      Vehicle ownership 1.33 2.04*** 

      Home ownership 1.17 0.81 

   Nuclear family structure:   

      Unpartnered 1.18 0.99 

      Children under 13 y.o. 0.85 0.87 

      Children 13-18 y.o. 0.81 1.59*** 

      Nonresident parent 1.88*** 0.82 

   Extended family structure:   

      Adult children 4.18*** 0.93 

      Grandchildren 0.86 1.19 

      Parents 1.07 1.61*** 

      Number of siblings 1.02 1.02 

      Coresident adults 0.99 1.12*** 

      Kin within 2 miles 1.44** 3.17*** 

      Kin in 2-25 miles 1.13 1.95*** 

   Controls:   

      Age 1.00 0.99 

      Age squared 1.01 0.94*** 

      Health 0.97 0.88* 
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Table 4.  Decomposition of White-Black Differential in Giving Kin Support 
Variables Observed  

Means 
Observed Coefficients Amount of Racial Difference 

Due to a Difference in 

 White Black White Black Means Coefficients 

Culture:       

   Value of marriage 0.06 -0.10 0.17 * -0.16  0.01*** -0.12   

   Value of children 0.10 0.06 0.05  0.04  0.03 0.01   

   Nonmaternal care attitudes -0.17 0.12 0.14  -0.15  0.04*** -0.13   

   Extended familism 0.02 0.20 0.10  0.13  -0.33*** -0.05   

   Altruism -0.14 0.04 0.15  0.52 * -0.91*** 0.29   

   Moderate church attendance 0.40 0.50 0.42 ** 0.76 * -0.89*** -2.45   

   Frequent church attendance 0.30 0.32 0.30  1.19 ** -0.33 -4.42  * 

Subtotal     -2.39 -6.87 

       

Socioeconomic characteristics:       

   Income 0.83 0.58 0.54 ** 0.62  2.38*** -0.93   

   Wealth 7.53 2.42 0.03 ** 0.03  2.46*** -0.16   

   Education 13.44 11.53 0.13 *** 0.09 ** 3.45*** 7.43   

   Employment 0.73 0.68 -0.14  0.64  0.20 -8.82  * 

   Vehicle ownership 0.93 0.77 0.55 * 0.16  0.87*** 5.24   

   Home ownership 0.72 0.48 -0.07  0.31  0.45*** -3.65   

Subtotal     9.80 -0.90 

       

Nuclear family structure:       

   Unpartnered 0.22 0.42 -0.17  0.47  -0.46*** -3.31   

   Children under 13 y.o. 0.27 0.25 -0.47 ** -0.58  -0.16 0.43   

   Children 13-18 y.o. 0.15 0.19 0.17  0.51  -0.20* -0.92   

   Nonresident parent 0.10 0.23 -0.02  -0.15  0.18*** 0.35   

Subtotal     -0.65 -3.45 

       

Extended family structure:       

   Adult children 0.48 0.47 0.8 *** -0.71  0.01 11.49  ** 

   Grandchildren 0.34 0.37 0.10  0.81 * -0.24 -4.05   

   Parents 0.67 0.67 0.18  0.55  0.02 -3.96   

   Number of siblings 4.77 6.10 0.05 ** 0.03  -0.86*** 2.07   

   Coresident adults 2.44 3.44 0.11 ** 0.02  -1.09*** 4.32   

   Kin within 2 miles 0.36 0.50 0.93 *** 0.79 * -2.02*** 1.02   

   Kin in 2-25 miles 0.37 0.34 0.64 *** 0.58  0.21 0.34   

Subtotal     -3.98 11.23 

       

Controls:       

   Age 0.27 -2.81 -0.04 *** -0.02  -1.47*** 0.41   

   Age squared 2.59 2.33 -0.01  0.05  0.10 -2.27   

   Health 0.08 0.05 -0.01  -0.31 * -0.08 0.30   

Subtotal     -1.44 -1.56 

       

Total     1.34 -1.55 

   Observed involvement rates White 80.79     

 Black 79.20     

   Observed race difference    1.59     

   Race difference adjusted for means    0.25     
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p
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it
h
 t
h
e 
v
al
u
e 
o
f 
th
e 
se
co
n
d
 i
n
d
ic
at
o
r 
w
h
en
ev
er
 p
o
ss
ib
le
 a
n
d
 u
si
n
g
 m
u
lt
ip
le
 r
eg
re
ss
io
n
 

im
p
u
ta
ti
o
n
 o
th
er
w
is
e.
 

-0
.1
4
  
 

( 
0
.7
1
) 

0
.0
4
  
*
*
*
  

( 
0
.5
4
) 

M
o
d
er
at
e 

ch
u
rc
h
 

at
te
n
d
an
ce
 

1
=
R
es
p
o
n
d
en
t 
at
te
n
d
s 
re
li
g
io
u
s 
se
rv
ic
es
 b
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b
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b
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d
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 d
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 c
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ee
k
 o
r 
m
o
re
 (
5
0
 t
im
es
 a
 y
ea
r 
o
r 
m
o
re
).
 T
h
e 
se
co
n
d
 

d
ic
h
o
to
m
o
u
s 
v
ar
ia
b
le
 b
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p
er
 a
d
u
lt
 i
n
co
m
e 
o
f 
al
l 
m
em
b
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at
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p
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 b
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 m
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b
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 c
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 m
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b
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 p
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 p
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 m
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p
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 d
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 b
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b
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 d
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 b
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v
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 c
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 c
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 b
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 f
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e 

im
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 b
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o
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 d
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n
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d
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id
u
al
 i
n
d
ic
at
o
rs
 w
er
e 
im
p
u
te
d
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si
n
g
 m
u
lt
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ss
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m
p
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d
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b
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S
F
H
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n
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 m
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ti
o
n
; 
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n
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 c
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p
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 d
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 f
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 c
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 m
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 m
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 m
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b
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 m
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 m
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p
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 C
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 c
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