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Introduction: This study explored the contribution of various contact modes of adult children with their parents to the children's emotional closeness with parents and to the children's life satisfaction.

Methods: Students at colleges and universities in Israel (N = 557) and in Germany (N = 535) were recruited during 2010-2011 and 2013-2014, respectively, through convenience sampling and completed web-based questionnaires reporting on the frequency of each contact mode with their parents (phone, in-person, and digital), their emotional closeness with their parents and their own satisfaction with life. Structural equation models tested the associations between the study variables among the Israeli and German samples while comparing them across the samples.

Results: The results in both samples showed positive associations between the adult children's phone contact and emotional closeness with both parents and between in-person contact and emotional closeness with fathers. Among both samples, phone contact emerged as the strongest contributor to higher emotional closeness. Digital contact was associated with higher emotional closeness with both parents in the German sample only. Emotional closeness with either parent was associated with adult children's higher life satisfaction in both countries.

Discussion: During the pre-COVID-19 era, in both Germany and Israel, direct and synchronous vocal communication contributed to intergenerational connections and wellbeing.
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Introduction

The importance of contact between adult children and their parents to the children's wellbeing is well established among young adults (Fingerman et al., 2020). Indeed, young adulthood is an important developmental period where one's well-being is dependent on both acquisition of independence and supportive relatedness to parents (Cohrdes et al., 2023), marking this life stage as an interesting venture point to explore differential modes of contact with parents and their implications for the wellbeing of young adults. However, the differential significance of various contact modes with parents to the wellbeing of adult children in young adulthood has not been sufficiently addressed. The current study aimed to fill this gap while examining the contribution of various contact modes between adult children and their parents (phone, in-person, or digital) to the children's emotional closeness to parents and to their life satisfaction. The strength of this study is that it includes the collection of cross-cultural data gathered from adult children from both Israel and Germany. Israel is a relatively young country that features a unique blend of traditional Jewish family values and norms alongside modern features (Bar-Tur et al., 2018). Israel has the highest fertility rate per-woman among the OECD countries (OECD, 2019). Germany is an older, more secular society with nearly one-third of German citizens reporting no religious affiliation, and is among the lowest fertility-rate-countries in the OECD countries (OECD, 2019).

Adult children's relationships with their parents are among the most crucial relationships for life-long emotional bonds (Fingerman et al., 2020; Martinez-Escudero et al., 2020; Merz et al., 2008; Suitor et al., 2022). Modern technology provides communication tools that enable more social interaction than in past years, allowing adult children to choose how to connect with their parents. The increase in contact frequency also reflects changes in social and family trends that highlight greater connectedness and more frequent communication (Fingerman et al., 2020). Geographical proximity has thus become a less crucial factor in sustaining emotional closeness between adult children and their parents. Frequency and modes of contact may vary according to needs, characteristics, and relationship quality (Chaie et al., 2020). Differences in communication modes may be linked to differences in the affective qualities of the relationship between adult children and their parents, which may be positive, ambivalent, or conflicted. It follows that frequent contact between adult children and their parents can be expected to impact their respective moods and stress levels (Birditt et al., 2017; Fingerman et al., 2012, 2020).

Today's contact rates between adult children and their parents are high compared to past years. Modes of contact can be in person, by telephone, or by text (Fingerman et al., 2016b, 2020). Findings from the Health, Aging, and Retirement in Europe (SHARE) survey revealed that nearly 80% of adult children living apart from their parents have at least a weekly contact with them, and more than two thirds have several weekly contacts (Szydlik, 2016). While contact frequency may be associated with greater emotional closeness (Fingerman et al., 2012), some studies found that the frequency of contact in families may not directly reflect emotional closeness (Fingerman et al., 2020; Guo et al., 2012; Van Gaalen and Dykstra, 2006). These mixed findings may be explained by parents' and adult children's individual differences, relationship quality, and their respective inclinations to use specific modes of contact (Chaie et al., 2020; Norris et al., 2003).

Students report more frequent contact and greater involvement with their parents than non-students of a similar age. Moreover, students are also more likely to speak with parents by telephone and in person than non-students and receive more emotional support from their parents than do non-students, thus contributing to their life satisfaction (Fingerman et al., 2012). Telephone contact may supplement and compensate for less frequent in-person contact when students live far from their parents (Attias-Donfut and Wolff, 2000; Fingerman et al., 2012, 2016b).

Students who reported more frequent telephone conversations with their parents also reported more satisfying, intimate, and supportive relationships with them (Gentzler et al., 2011). In contrast, students who reported more frequent technology-based communication with their parents reported higher levels of loneliness and attachment anxiety (Ramsey et al., 2013).

Research on the association between the type of communication technology and the nature of the personal relationship indicated that communication methods that included both verbal and non-verbal cues (in-person contact as well as telephone and video calls) were positively associated with higher overall relationship satisfaction and life satisfaction (Goodman-Deane et al., 2016). Conversely, contact methods offering fewer cues, such as text messaging, were negatively associated with both relationship satisfaction and life satisfaction (Goodman-Deane et al., 2016). However, studies examining the impact of communication technologies on wellbeing revealed mixed findings, such that some studies suggested that technology use was associated positively with wellbeing and relationship quality (Grieve et al., 2013; Kraut et al., 2002; Wang and Wang, 2011). It seems, then, that modern technology's effect on individuals' relationship quality and life satisfaction depends on the communication mode, the person's age, and with whom they want to be in contact. People's choices tend to be guided at least partly by assessments of expected value (Kumar and Epley, 2021).

Another study found that telephone-use satisfies the need for companionship, closeness, and care more than other media (Ramirez et al., 2008). Telephone use tends to occur within close relationships such as families, romantic couples, and friends (Jin and Park, 2010; Jin and Pena, 2010; Utz, 2007). A person's voice has been shown to reveal the human-like attributes of interpersonal warmth and intellectual competence that are lacking in digital text communication (Schroeder and Epley, 2015, 2016; Schroeder et al., 2017), In a field experiment, Kumar and Epley (2021) asked participants to reconnect with an old friend via phone or email. Results indicated that voice-based interactions (phone, video chat, and voice chat) were associated with stronger social bonds than text-based interactions (email, text chat), suggesting that the human voice has the potential to evoke a sense of connection with another person and better understanding. Thus, the closer people feel to the person they want to communicate with, the more likely they would choose synchronic, voice-based communication (Kumar and Epley, 2020).

Decisions about how to interact with others were found to be guided partly by the expected outcomes of the interaction: Voice-based calls vs. voiceless text-based messages may have uniquely desirable effects on the quality of the relationship (Kumar and Epley, 2021). Phone calls, thus, could lead to a stronger sense of connection. Moreover, live voice-based interaction enables more responsiveness than text chat and thus, contributes more to one's feeling of connectedness with another person. In the same vein, social vocalizations have been found to release oxytocin in humans (Seltzer et al., 2010). Thus, the human voice may provide a crucial cue for generating the wellbeing that comes from a positive social connection (Kumar and Epley, 2020).

The chosen modes of contact between adult children and their parents as well as their association with the children's relationship quality and wellbeing may, however, vary by age and characteristics of the children and the parents, such as parents' health difficulties and gender (Barca et al., 2014; Chaie et al., 2020; Gilligan et al., 2022). Adult children's contact with their parents may be relatively more important to their wellbeing when they are younger. For example, adolescents encountering a stressful event who called their mothers and heard their mother's voice were calmer and more relaxed than those who texted with their mothers (Seltzer et al., 2012). The same has been reported regarding young adult students (Gentzler et al., 2011).

Synchronic live-voice contact, such as telephone calls, carry certain benefits to relationships: Even when conducted across geographically remote locations, online conversations with parents can offer greater intimacy than face-to-face meetings. Face-to-face encounters may not lead to one-to-one contact. It often involves some activities or other family members thus impeding private conversations between adult children and their parents and therefore may highlight ambivalent aspects of the relationship (Fingerman et al., 2012). Given the noted qualities of telephone contact, we assumed that adult children's frequency of telephone contact with their parents would be associated with greater emotional closeness with parents than in-person and digital contact. We also assumed that ratings by adult children of their emotional closeness with their parents would, in turn, be associated with higher life satisfaction among the adult children. Due to the universal nature of the strong bond between adult children and their parents (e.g., Bar-Tur et al., 2018), we assumed that the association between frequency of contact, emotional closeness, and the adult children's life satisfaction would be similar across the examined samples, i.e., the Israeli and German samples.

The current study examined the hypothesized associations in both Israel and Germany to enhance ecological validity by comparing two countries that represent distinct cultural contexts along the familistic-individualistic spectrum, a dimension that may play a central role in shaping family relations (Bar-Tur et al., 2018; Dykstra and Fokkema, 2011). Building on previous research examining adult children's contact frequency with their parents across Germany, Hong Kong, Korea, and the United States (Fingerman et al., 2016a), the current study aimed to extend this comparison to the Israeli cultural context. Israel, due to its small geographic size, higher fertility rate, and stronger adherence to religious norms, is generally considered as family-oriented society. In such contexts, co-residence or geographical proximity, frequent intergenerational contact, and strong family obligation norms are more common compared to Germany (Bar-Tur et al., 2018; Dykstra and Fokkema, 2011; OECD, 2019). In contrast, Germany is often described as more individualistic or autonomous, characterized by lower fertility rates, weaker adherence to religious affiliation, greater geographical distance between family members, less frequent intergenerational contact, and fewer exchanges of support among families (Bar-Tur et al., 2018; Dykstra and Fokkema, 2011; OECD, 2019).

The present study examined the associations among contact modes with parents, emotional closeness, and the adult children's life satisfaction in German and Israeli student samples, collected during 2010-2011 in Germany and during 2013-2014 in Israel. Although the asymmetry in data collection periods may limit the comparability of the samples, comparing these two samples allowed us to contrast the two different cultural contexts by examining whether the hypothesized associations hold in both family-oriented and individualistic societies. Furthermore, the current study's period (2010-2014) preceded the COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent surge in technology use within families, such as the increased adoption of video calls (Nowland et al., 2024). The current examination may therefore serve as a historical baseline for understanding the contribution of relatively stable contact modes, such as phone contact, to young adults' emotional closeness and life satisfaction, in comparison to more time-sensitive practices, such as text messaging and electronic mail.


The study hypotheses

Based on the reviewed studies showing that the frequency of contact between young adults and their parents is related to both emotional closeness and the young adult's wellbeing (Fingerman et al., 2012) and evidence underscoring the particular significance of phone contact, which can supplement and compensate for less frequent in-person contact and provide richer affective exchange and communication cues compared to digital communication (Gentzler et al., 2011; Goodman-Deane et al., 2016; Fingerman et al., 2012, 2016b; Schroeder and Epley, 2015, 2016; Schroeder et al., 2017), we formulated the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Frequency of contact mode between adult children and their parents (in-person, phone, or digital) will be associated with emotional closeness with the parents, which, in turn, will be associated with the adult children's reports of higher life satisfaction.

Hypothesis 2 (H2): The associations in H1 will be similar among Israeli and German samples.

Hypothesis 3 (H3): There will be variability between each mode of contact and its respective association with emotional closeness between adult children and their parents, with telephone contact yielding a stronger association with emotional closeness than in-person and digital contact.




Materials and methods


Participants

In Israel, young adults are drafted into compulsory military service between ages 18–21. For most Israelis, post-high school academic training and adult life begin at age 21 and therefore, recruitment of participants included only participants aging 21 years old and above. Given the relatively older Israeli sample and the study focus on young adults, we excluded Israeli and German participants over age 40 (162 Israeli and 32 German participants were excluded), resulting in an overall sample of adult children aged 21-40 consisting of 557 Israelis and 535 Germans. The age range of 21 to 40 years was chosen in accordance with the definition of “emerging adulthood” as a developmental period typically encompassing the college years in Israel and Germany, characterized by identity exploration occurring between the constraints of adolescence and the responsibilities of adulthood (Arnett, 2007). This age range is commonly used in studies examining young adults' relationships with their parents and also accounts for the mandatory military service in Israel that often delays the onset of higher education (e.g., Bar-Tur et al., 2018, 2019; Birditt et al., 2009). In the present samples, the majority of Israeli and German participants (92.1% and 88.0%, respectively) were aged 21-29, with the reminder aged 30-40.

Table 1 presents the socio-demographic characteristics of the two samples. Participants reported the quality of their relationships with their living mother and father, separately. In both samples, most participants had two living parents, and there were more female than male participants, with most reporting that they were single and in good health. The Israeli sample was slightly older and had a higher proportion of females than the German sample. Compared with the German sample, Israeli participants were more likely to live with their parents, to have a partner, to be employed and to be in good health. In both samples, on average, the participants' parents were in their 50s, living with a partner, working, and in good health. The Israeli parents were slightly older, and had a higher likelihood to be working and to be in better health than the German parents. German fathers were more likely to hold an academic degree than the Israeli fathers.

TABLE 1 Background characteristics of the participants and their parents in the German and Israeli samples.




	Variable
	German sample (N = 535)
	Israeli sample (N = 557)
	Difference test




 
	
	Range
	Mean (SD)
	Proportion (%)
	Range
	Mean (SD)
	Proportion (%)
	



	Participants' characteristics



	Age
	21-40
	25.08 (4.02)
	
	21-40
	25.66 (2.97)
	
	t(981.81) = 2.69**



	Female
	
	
	69.0
	
	
	80.6
	χ2(1) = 19.67***



	Living with parents
	
	
	8.0
	
	
	54.3
	χ2(1) = 270.06***



	Partnereda
	
	
	6.9
	
	
	13.6
	χ2(1) = 13.32***



	Working
	
	
	53.3
	
	
	83.9
	χ2(1) = 115.90***



	Health statusb
	
	
	87.1
	
	
	98.9
	χ2(1) = 59.61***



	Mothers' characteristics



	Age
	39-76
	53.13 (6.27)
	
	40-78
	54.44 (5.98)
	
	t(1053) = 3.50***



	Partnereda
	
	
	83.2
	
	
	84.6
	χ2(1) = 3.39



	Academic degree
	
	
	39.7
	
	
	44.5
	χ2(1) = 2.53



	Working
	
	
	63.7
	
	
	77.7
	χ2(1) = 25.05***



	Good health statusb
	
	
	73.3
	
	
	89.4
	χ2(1) = 45.60***



	Fathers' characteristics



	Age
	42-78
	55.84 (6.78)
	42-78
	57.55 (5.89)
	
	
	t(850.51) = 4.01***



	Partnereda
	
	
	89.7
	
	
	89.7
	χ2(1) = 0.00



	Academic degree
	
	
	54.9
	
	
	41.2
	χ2(1) = 17.06***



	Working
	
	
	65.8
	
	
	86.6
	χ2(1) = 55.84***



	Good health statusb
	
	
	70.5
	
	
	87.4
	χ2(1) = 39.73***





All data were reported by the adult child participants. German N = 434–535, Israeli N = 341–557. Ns differ due to missing values. aPartnered includes married, remarried, or living with a partner. Unpartnered includes single, divorced, widowed, or separated. bUnfavorable health status includes fair or poor health status. Favorable health status includes good, very good, or excellent health status. **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.






Measures
 
Contact with parents

Participants were asked to indicate the frequency of each mode of contact with their mother and father separately: (a) in-person (“how often have you seen your mother/father in person?”), (b) by phone (“how often have you spoken with your mother/father on the telephone?”), and (c) by digital contact (text messaging or electronic mail, “how often have you had contact with your mother/father via electronic mail, instant or text messaging”). This 3-item measure was applied by Fingerman et al. (2012) to assess contact frequency between adult children and their parents and was translated to Hebrew and German by Bar-Tur et al. (2018). Note, that in-person contact among participants who lived with their parents referred to intentional interactions, beyond routine cohabitation. phone contact mode referred to synchronous voice calls without video, with no distinction made between landline, mobile and VoIP (Voice Over Internet Protocol) calls. Voice notes and video calls were not assessed. Each mode of contact was rated on an eight-point scale: less than once a year or not at all (0), once a year (1), a few times a year (6.5), monthly (12), a few times a month (32), weekly (52), a few times a week (188.5), and daily (325). Higher scores indicated greater contact frequency within each mode (in-person, phone, or digital). These scale values follow a recommended adjustment of ordinal to interval scale (Frankel and Dewitt, 1989). The Israeli questionnaire included two items querying for (1) text messaging (2) and electronic mail. To correct the unintended inconsistency between the questionnaires, the mean of the items assessing text messaging and electronic mail was calculated to correspond to the German questionnaire which included a single item referring to both text messaging and electronic mail.



Emotional closeness

Participants were asked to rate the degree of emotional closeness with each of their parents (hereinafter “emotional closeness”) as follows: “Generally, how would you rate the emotional closeness between you and your mother/father?” This single-item measure was adapted from Umberson (1992) social support index and translated to Hebrew and German by Bar-Tur et al. (2018). The question was presented on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (low) to 5 (high; Bar-Tur et al., 2018, 2019). Participants' raw scores were used, with higher scores indicating greater emotional closeness. In the Israeli questionnaire, this item was rated on a 1 to 10 scale. To correct this unintended inconsistency between the questionnaires, the Israeli scale was converted from 1 to 10 to a 1 to 5 scale to correspond to the German scale, such that each two adjacent categories were merged into a single category.



Life satisfaction

Adult children's life satisfaction (hereinafter “life satisfaction”) was assessed as follows: “All things considered, how satisfied are you with your life as a whole these days?” The question was presented on a 5-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 (dissatisfied) to 5 (satisfied) with higher scores indicating greater life satisfaction. This single-item measure was developed to assess life satisfaction as the cognitive component of subjective wellbeing (Diener et al., 2000) and was translated to Hebrew and German by Bar-Tur et al. (2018). In the German questionnaire, this item was rated on a 1 to 10 scale. The German scale was converted from a 1 to 10 to a 1 to 5 scale by the same procedure described above to ensure correspondence with the Israeli scale.



Covariates

The study hypotheses controlled for main socio-demographic variables: age (in years), gender (man/woman), and living with mother, father, or both (yes/no).




Procedure

Students in Germany were recruited during 2010-2011, and students in Israel were recruited during 2013-2014. Although the data collection periods were not synchronous, this contrastive comparison was designed to examine the hypothesized associations across two cultural contexts within the same broader pre-COVID-19 and pre-intensified-technology era (Nowland et al., 2024). All participants were recruited through targeted sampling by approaching college and university students who were requested to distribute the survey to other students such that a snowball sampling procedure was implemented. All participants verified that they were current students, completed web-based questionnaires, and were told that participation is voluntary and anonymous. The questionnaires were translated from English to Hebrew and German by Hebrew or German native speakers fluent in English, respectively. This study received ethical approval by the authors' Institutional Review Boards.



Analytic strategy

To examine the model fit (H1; See Figures 1, 2), two structural equation models were created in Amos (version 23), one for the Israeli sample and one for the German sample. Each model's goodness-of-fit was tested by several indices (Hu and Bentler, 1999). The root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) index was used with values smaller than 0.09, indicating good fit. The normed fit index (NFI) and the comparative fit index (CFI) were also used with values higher than 0.95, indicating good fit. The controlled variables (age, gender, and living with mother, father, or both) were entered into the models as exogenous variables associated with each contact variable, emotional closeness, and life satisfaction. These variables were controlled for as they differentiated between the two samples and were central to the current study's dependent variables (Bar-Tur et al., 2018). Missing data in AMOS were treated via maximum likelihood estimation imputations.


[image: Flowchart illustrating the connections between in-person, phone, and digital contacts with emotional closeness with parents and life satisfaction of child in Israel.]
FIGURE 1
 Structural equation model examining the association between modes of contact, emotional closeness with mothers and fathers, and the child's life satisfaction in Israel (N = 557). The model presents standardized regression coefficients (single-headed arrows) and Pearson correlation (dual-headed arrow). The proportion of the explained variance is presented above the dependent variables. The exogenous variables were allowed to correlate. However, these correlations are omitted from the figure for brevity.



[image: Flowchart illustrating the connections between in-person, phone, and digital contacts with emotional closeness with parents and life satisfaction of child in Germany. ]
FIGURE 2
 Structural equation model examining the association between modes of contact, emotional closeness with mothers and fathers, and the child's life satisfaction in Germany (N = 535). The model presents standardized regression coefficients (single-headed arrows) and Pearson correlation (dual-headed arrow). The proportion of the explained variance is presented above the dependent variables. The exogenous variables were allowed to correlate. However, these correlations are omitted from the figure for brevity.


To compare the model paths between the Israeli and German samples (H2), differences were calculated between the chi-square goodness-of-fit measures of each model and the equivalent model, fixing this path to be equal across the two samples. A significant chi-square difference means that a particular path significantly differentiates the two samples.

To compare the associations of each mode of contact with emotional closeness in the same model (H3), each pair of paths was constrained to be equal. The chi-square goodness-of-fit measure of the unconstrained model was compared with this measure in the constrained model such that a significant result indicated a difference between the pair of associations. According to common recommendations (Cohen, 1988; Fritz et al., 2012), 0.1, 0.3, and 0.5 beta coefficients and 0.2, 0.5, and 0.8 Cohen's d coefficients were considered as representing small, medium, and large effect sizes, respectively.




Results

Descriptive statistics of the study variables (contact variables with mothers and fathers, emotional closeness with mothers and fathers, and life satisfaction of the adult child in each of the samples) are presented in Table 2. As shown in Table 2, Israeli, compared to German, participants reported more frequent in-person, telephone and digital contact with their mothers and fathers with medium to large effect sizes. Moreover, Israeli participants reported higher emotional closeness with their mothers, as compared to German participants with a small effect size. No significant difference was found between Israeli and German participants regarding their emotional closeness with their fathers. Lastly, Israeli participants reported on higher life satisfaction compared to the German participants with a small effect size.

TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics of the study variables among the participants in the German and Israeli samples.




	Variable
	German sample (N = 535)
	Israeli sample (N = 557)
	Difference test





	
	Range
	Mean (SD)
	Range
	Mean (SD)
	



	In-person contact with mothers
	0-325
	53.26 (83.83)
	0-365
	236.90 (143.40)
	t(887.02) = 25.66***



	Phone contact with mothers
	0-325
	101.00 (94.53)
	0-365
	291.88 (110.10)
	t(1051.65) = 30.39***



	Digital contact with mothers
	0-325
	29.34 (54.05)
	0-365
	75.08 (108.52)
	t(808.93) = 8.77***



	Emotional closeness with mothers
	1-5
	3.98 (1.07)
	1-5
	4.15 (1.18)
	t(948.23) = 2.35*



	In-person contact with fathers
	0-325
	50.44 (78.24)
	0-365
	199.32 (151.81)
	t(737.04) = 18.94***



	Phone contact with fathers
	0-325
	53.32 (69.81)
	0-365
	182.25 (138.12)
	t(729.07) = 18.11***



	Digital contact with fathers
	0-325
	19.86 (43.21)
	0-365
	59.30 (99.25)
	t(673.08) = 7.94***



	Emotional closeness with fathers
	1-5
	3.77 (1.08)
	1-5
	3.68 (1.31)
	t(872.05) = −1.08



	Life satisfaction
	1-5
	3.93 (0.85)
	1-5
	4.13 (0.75)
	t(1011) = 3.82***





All data were reported by the adult child participants. German N = 426–535, Israeli N = 460–557. Ns differ due to missing values. *p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001.





Associations between the frequency of contact, emotional closeness with parents, and adult children's life satisfaction (hypothesis 1)

The models examining the associations of the frequency of each mode of contact with either mothers or fathers (in-person, phone, and digital) with emotional closeness, that in turn was associated with the adult children's life satisfaction showed adequate fit in both Israeli and German samples (see Figures 1, 2). The fit measures in the Israeli sample were Chi-square = 65.78, df = 12, p < 0.001; RMSEA = 0.090; NFI = 0.954; CFI =0.962. The fit measures in the German sample were Chi-square = 16.58, df = 12, p = 0.166; RMSEA = 0.027; NFI = 0.982; CFI =0.995. Controlling for adult child age, gender, and living with mother, father, or both did not change the models' fit to the data.

Table 3 presents the associations between the frequency of each contact mode with either parent and emotional closeness as well as the associations between emotional closeness with either parent and the adult children's life satisfaction.

TABLE 3 Structural equation models examining the association between modes of contact, emotional closeness with mothers and fathers, and the child's life satisfaction in Israel (N = 557) and in Germany (N = 535).




	Regression path
	Standardized regression coefficient
	Chi-square change





	
	Israeli sample
	German sample
	Israeli sample versus German sample



	In-person contact with mothers –>
 emotional closeness with mothers
	0.11**
	0.07
	0.00



	Phone contact with mothers –>
 emotional closeness with mothers
	0.35***
	0.34***
	0.01



	Digital contact with mothers –>
 emotional closeness with mothers
	0.01
	0.13***
	8.02**



	In-person contact with fathers –>
 emotional closeness with fathers
	0.14***
	0.02
	1.50



	Phone contact with fathers –>
 emotional closeness with fathers
	0.46***
	0.26***
	0.27



	Digital contact with fathers –>
 emotional closeness with fathers
	−0.04
	0.11*
	7.41**



	Emotional closeness with mothers –>
 life satisfaction
	0.09
	0.13**
	0.92



	Emotional closeness with fathers –>
 life satisfaction
	0.19***
	0.20***
	1.15





Entries for the last columns are chi-square differences (Δχ2) between an unconstrained model and a model constraining a particular path to be equal across the two samples. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.





In-person contact

Small positive associations were found between in-person contact with either mothers or fathers and emotional closeness in the Israeli sample. The German sample yielded no associations between in-person contact with mothers or fathers and emotional closeness.



Telephone contact

Medium to strong positive associations were found between phone contact with mothers and fathers and emotional closeness in both Israel and Germany.



Digital contact

Weak positive associations were found between digital contact with mothers and fathers and emotional closeness in Germany. No associations were found in the Israeli sample between digital contact with either mothers or fathers and emotional closeness.



Emotional closeness

Emotional closeness with mothers was significantly associated with higher life satisfaction among German participants with a small effect size, while no such association was found in among Israeli participants. Emotional closeness with fathers was significantly associated with higher life satisfaction of participants in both countries with small to medium effect sizes.




Comparisons of the associations of frequency of contact, emotional closeness with parents, and adult children's life satisfaction between the Israeli and German samples (hypothesis 2)

Comparisons were conducted between each model path in the Israeli and German samples. These comparisons were performed by constraining the relevant path in the model to be equal in the two samples and comparing the chi-square goodness-of-fit measure of the unconstrained model with this measure in the constrained model. As can be seen in Table 3, the associations between digital contact and emotional closeness with either mothers or fathers were stronger in Germany compared to Israel. No other differences were evident in the model paths between the Israeli and German samples (see Table 3).



Comparisons between the associations of each mode of contact with emotional closeness (hypothesis 3)

The frequency of phone contact with Israeli mothers contributed more strongly to emotional closeness than in-person and digital contact frequencies. This conclusion was derived by constraining each pair of paths to be equal and comparing the chi-square measures of the constrained and unconstrained models: Comparing in-person to phone contact frequencies' respective associations with emotional closeness yielded a significant difference, chi-square = 19.53, df = 1, p < 0.001; comparing phone contact to digital contact frequencies' respective associations with emotional closeness also yielded a significant difference, chi-square = 31.86, df = 1, p < 0.001; and comparing in-person to digital contact frequencies' respective associations with emotional closeness yielded a non-significant difference, chi-square = 2.25, df = 1, p = 0.134. Hence, phone contact with Israeli mothers was a stronger contributor to emotional closeness than in-person and digital contact.

Similarly, in examining Israeli participants' contacts with their fathers, we found that phone contact was a stronger contributor to emotional closeness than in-person and digital contact modes. Furthermore, in-person contact with Israeli fathers was a stronger contributor to emotional closeness than digital contact. As mentioned above, these conclusions were derived from comparing the various pairs of model paths: Comparing in-person to phone contact frequencies' respective associations with emotional closeness yielded a significant difference, chi-square = 23.60, df = 1, p < 0.001; comparing phone to digital contact frequencies' respective associations with emotional closeness also yielded a significant difference, chi-square = 37.61, df = 1, p < 0.001; and comparing in-person to digital contact frequencies' respective associations with emotional closeness also yielded a significant difference, chi-square = 7.77, df = 1, p = 0.005. Therefore, phone contact with Israeli fathers was a stronger contributor to emotional closeness than in-person and digital contact. Moreover, in-person contact with Israeli fathers was a stronger contributor to emotional closeness than digital contact.

Upon examining German participants' contact modes with their mothers, we found that phone contact was a stronger contributor to emotional closeness than in-person contact. As mentioned above, this conclusion was derived from comparing the various pairs of models paths: Comparing in-person and phone contact frequencies' respective associations with emotional closeness yielded a significant difference, chi-square = 14.51, df = 1, p < 0.001; comparing phone to digital contact frequencies' respective associations with emotional closeness yielded a non-significant difference, chi-square = 1.56, df = 1, p = 0.212; and comparing in-person to digital contact frequencies' respective associations with emotional closeness also yielded a non-significant difference, chi-square = 2.85, df = 1, p = 0.091. Hence, the only significant difference between the model paths showed that phone contact with German mothers had a stronger association with emotional closeness compared to in-person contact.

Upon examining German participants' contact modes with their fathers, we found that phone contact was a stronger contributor to emotional closeness than in-person contact, similar to the results regarding the mothers in Germany. This conclusion was derived from comparing the various pairs of model paths with emotional closeness: comparing in-person to phone contact frequencies' respective association with emotional closeness yielded a significant difference, chi-square = 13.24, df = 1, p < 0.001; comparing phone to digital contact frequencies' respective associations with emotional closeness yielded a non-significant difference, chi-square = 0.69, df = 1, p = 0.408; and comparing in-person to digital contact frequencies' respective associations with emotional closeness also yielded a non-significant difference, chi-square = 3.43, df = 1, p = 0.064.




Discussion

This study explored the relationship between adult children and their parents in Germany and Israel by examining the frequencies of three modes of contact: in-person, phone, and digital. Specifically, we studied the respective contribution that each of the modes made to the adult children's life satisfaction as a function of their emotional closeness with their parents.

The models examining the contribution of the three modes of contact to life satisfaction through emotional closeness were found suitable in both countries, suggesting that the frequency of contact of adult children with their parents is associated with emotional closeness with the parents, and is therefore pertinent to adult children's life satisfaction. The study further elaborated on the respective contributions of the three modes of contact to the emotional closeness of adult children with their parents. In both the Israeli and German samples, phone contact was positively associated with emotional closeness between the adult children and their parents with medium to strong effect sizes. This is consistent with previous studies (Gentzler et al., 2011; Ramsey et al., 2013). Positive, but weak associations were found between in-person contact with mothers and fathers and emotional closeness in the Israeli sample, unlike in the German sample, where no such associations were found. As for digital contact, weak positive associations were found between frequency of digital contact with mothers and fathers and emotional closeness in the German sample, unlike the Israeli sample, where no such associations were found.

Regarding emotional closeness and its association with life satisfaction, positive associations were found between emotional closeness with fathers and adult children's life satisfaction for both the Israeli and German samples with small to medium effect sizes. However, only in the German sample did this association prove significant with mothers, with a small effect size. This absence of a significant association in the Israeli sample may be due to cultural differences so that emotional closeness with parents in Israel may be strong and independent of other personal characteristics such as the adult child's life satisfaction. Indeed, a previous study reported on higher emotional closeness between adult children and their mothers in Israel than in Germany (Bar-Tur et al., 2018). The lack of association between emotional closeness with mothers and adult children's life satisfaction in Israel may also reflect the ambivalence and conflict that can characterize emotionally close relationships (Fingerman et al., 2012). Gender differences in these relationships may play a role, such that the relationships with mothers may be more robust and less affected by parents' or adult children's personal characteristics (Chaie et al., 2020). Studies have reported that adult children tend to feel closer and more attached to their mothers than to their fathers (Golish, 2000) and that adult children's contact with mothers is more frequent than with their fathers (Birditt et al., 2009; Fingerman et al., 2012).

Hypothesis 3 predicted differences in the associations of the three modes of contact. Specifically, phone contact with parents was hypothesized to be associated with stronger adult child-parent emotional closeness than in-person and digital contact. The findings revealed that both German and Israeli adult children's phone contact with their mothers and fathers was indeed a stronger contributor to emotional closeness than in-person and digital contact with them. Moreover, Israeli adult children's in-person contact was found to be a stronger contributor to emotional closeness than digital contact with their fathers only. No other differences were found between the associations of digital, phone, and in-person contact modes with emotional closeness in the German sample.

The findings for both samples regarding the differences between the three modes of contact confirmed the significant contribution of phone contact to emotional closeness. This is consistent with reports that phone contact is a preferred and more beneficial mode of communication in intimate relationships in general (Kumar and Epley, 2020, 2021), and in particular, between adult children and their parents (Gentzler et al., 2011; Ramsey et al., 2013; Seltzer et al., 2012).

As suggested by these studies, adult children appear to interact more freely in phone communication and maintain a better flow of conversation with their parents than when meeting them in person or communicating by text messages. By responding to what they hear from their parents via the telephone, they may feel more “in sync” than in an asynchronous text chat, and hence, more connected. When there are positive and close relationships, adult children may initiate more frequent interaction with their parents via the phone. Telephone contact is more discretionary, and adult children can choose when and from where to communicate with their parents. It may be more flexible and easier to schedule than video calls because one may be able to converse with others while walking, running, involved in other tasks, or in bed without video. Personal contacts involving face-to-face meetings are often associated with family gatherings involving other family members or other people so that the opportunity for discussion of personal issues may be more limited than that created by phone contact. When adult children live closer to their parents, visiting may be more obligatory than enjoyable (Chaie et al., 2020). In-person meetings may impose more demands on adult children such that the children may find themselves unable to determine meeting duration or may find it difficult to extricate themselves from problematic encounters.

The weak associations of digital contact with emotional closeness found in the present study may be explained by the fact that digital contact is an indirect and less personal form of communication that does not offer immediate feedback. Indeed, a previous finding showed that young adults invested efforts to limit smartphone use for work in order to be more present with their families (Schuster et al., 2023), such that digital contact seems less personal and more associated to work. Another study showed that digital contact between young adults and their extended families was present regardless of the degree of closeness in these relationships, suggesting that digital contact does not promote closeness in families (Hessel, 2023). Digital textual communication may make it difficult to transmit and receive emotional reactions as visual and aural cues are absent. Some parents may also lack access or mastery of digital communication, leaving phone communication as the only remote option.

The present findings, which indicate that phone contact was more strongly associated with young adult's emotional closeness to their parents than digital contact, should be interpreted in light of the period during which the data were collected. This study took place between 2010 and 2014, before the COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent rise in technology-mediated communication within families (Nowland et al., 2024). Accordingly, these findings may suggest that relatively stable and established forms of contact, such as phone communication, played a particularly significant role in fostering emotional closeness within families, compared to newer, evolving digital contact modes. Future studies using contemporary samples are needed to examine whether these patterns persist in the current technological and social context.

While our study found a positive association between the frequency of digital contact with both parents and emotional closeness in Germany, no such association was found in Israel. Whereas digital contact may be preferred in Germany, in Israel, a direct contact with parents, such as telephone calls, is favored (Bar-Tur et al., 2018; Lang and Rohr, 2012).

This may suggest that when there are strong emotional bonds between adult children and their parents, they feel more comfortable communicating by telephone than through text. As for German adult children and their parents, it seems that digital contact may be more acceptable as a mode of communication. The larger physical distances, and higher tendency of adult children to live apart of their parents in Germany, may explain this finding. In comparison to Israel, it seems that digital communication may be perceived by adult children in Germany as less of an intrusion upon their autonomy and privacy therefore allowing precise and efficient communication.

Furthermore, the relatively stronger association between digital contact and emotional closeness in Germany compared to Israel, may be explained by cultural differences between the two countries. Despite considerable individual variation in adherence to family-oriented norms within each country, Germany is often characterized as an individualistic or autonomous society, whereas Israel is typically described as a family-oriented and traditional society marked by high levels of familial involvement (Bar-Tur et al., 2018; Dykstra and Fokkema, 2011). These cultural orientations may, at least in part, account for the greater tendency of German students to live separately from their parents compared to Israeli students. This pattern was evident in the present findings, in which 8% of the German participants lived with their parents compared to 54.3% in the Israeli sample. Previous reports similarly show that approximately 86% of young adults in Israel live with their parents (Kahan-Strawczynski et al., 2016), compared to only about 15-20% in Germany (Sompolska-Rzechuła and Kurdyś-Kujawska, 2022). Living apart from parents may increase reliance on digital media to maintain emotional closeness and compensate for physical distance. Indeed, previous research has shown that following the transition to college, students tend to increase their digital communication while reducing face-to-face interactions with their home friends (Kempnich et al., 2024).

The present findings regarding the contribution of contact modes to emotional closeness between young adults and their parents can be interpreted in light of the framework of platformization (Sefton-Green et al., 2025). This contemporary perspective emphasizes that communication platforms not only enable and mediate family connections but also shape and constrain how communication unfolds within families, influencing the use and meaning of all contact modes. Although the current study reflects a historical snapshot collected prior to the widespread expansion of technology-based family communication (Nowland et al., 2024), it nevertheless aligns with the notion of platformization by suggesting that all examined contact modes (in-person, phone, and digital) operate within broader platformized conditions that may shape how family relationships are maintained and how emotional closeness is experienced. Overall, this study supports previous reports revealing the importance of maintaining long-term emotional closeness between adult children and parents (Bar-Tur et al., 2018, 2019; Fingerman et al., 2020). Our findings emphasized that, regardless of cultural, epochal or societal characteristics, emotional closeness in the parent-child relationship is a constant in human life and critical to adult children's wellbeing, alongside their need for individuation and autonomy. The study further supports the importance of maintaining the adult child-parent relationship, regardless of contact mode, as maintaining the relationship can contribute to adult children's life satisfaction, and more frequent contact may promote this goal. The importance of this study is that it highlights the efficacy of traditional, synchronic telephone contact between adult children and their parents, in comparison to in-person and more modern modes of text communication.


Limitations

This study's cross-sectional nature may suggest the possibility of reverse causation to explain the study's findings such that a definite causation path may not be ascertained. Another limitation is that the cross-national comparison contains inherent issues (Cohen, 2007), as matched samples across nations are difficult to obtain. Students in Israel may differ from students in Germany in ways that elicit more frequent contact with parents. These additional factors were not assessed in the present study.

The relatively broad age-range of the current study (21-40 years) may limit the ability to identify patterns of associations specific to narrower age groups. For example, it is plausible that satisfaction with life and emotional closeness among younger participants rely more strongly on contact with parents, given their higher dependency and lower relationship tensions (Birditt et al., 2009), compared to older participants. Future studies should therefore focus on more specific age ranges to capture potential developmental differences. Moreover, due to the convenience sampling approach of the current study, the student participants aged 21-40 in both countries do not represent the multi-cultural and socio-economically diverse composition of their respective societies. Therefore, this study's convenience sampling method limits the external validity of the comparison between the two nations. Specifically, the current samples consisted primarily of participants whose parents were generally healthy and employed. The consistent findings indicating that phone contact was associated with greater emotional closeness and higher life satisfaction among these samples underscore the important role of this contact mode in family relationships, regardless of health-related factors. However, the findings may not be representative of populations in which parents' health conditions create stronger obligations within the parent-child relationship. In such contexts, telephone contact might play an even more prominent role in fostering emotional closeness and supporting adult children's wellbeing. For example, previous research has shown that higher levels of family obligation are associated with more frequent phone contact between adult children and their parents (Stein et al., 2016). We sought to address this issue by using similar data collection methods across the two samples and controlling for socio-demographic variables. For future research, we recommend studies with more diverse populations that apply probability sampling methods, alongside qualitative studies that could further illuminate both the similarities and the differences between the two nations.

Another limitation concerns the temporal discrepancy between the data collection periods in the two samples (2010-2011 in Germany and 2013-2014 in Israel). In addition, the measurement scales used in the Israeli and German samples differed slightly. While the cultural comparison between the more familistic Israeli context and the more individualistic German context is valuable, these temporal and methodological differences may have increased measurement error and introduced potential confounds that could affect the comparability of the two samples. Furthermore, the current study did not assess the distinct contribution of different technological media (such as video calls vs. phone calls) to emotional closeness and students' life satisfaction. Although most students tend to communicate with their parents primarily through text or phone calls (Stein et al., 2016), future studies should examine specific contact modes, as different communication technologies may uniquely shape relationship quality and wellbeing among students and their parents.

In addition, the exact physical distance between participants and their parents was not assessed in the present study, although this variable may have significant implications for the frequency and meaning of young adults' phone and in-person contact frequency with their parents. Previous research has shown that physical distance from parents can have meaningful implications for young adults (Choi et al., 2020). Although controlling for co-residence with parents did not affect the current results, this variable does not substitute for direct measurement of residential distance, which may influence how different modes of contact are used and experienced. Future studies should therefore examine the role of residential distance in shaping the associations tested in the current model.

Another limitation is the use of single-item measures of the research variables. The validity of single-item measures for subjective wellbeing was proven in the past (Cheung and Lucas, 2014), but future studies may use multi-item measures to improve the evaluation of the study variables. Furthermore, the use of self-report assessments is subject to social desirability bias, such that participants' responses may differ from what their parents would have reported had they been participated in the study (Cheng et al., 2013; Kwon and Oh, 2023; Lin, 2008; Zarit et al., 2014). Future studies should survey the perspectives of parents of adult children. Further studies may also evaluate the present study's variables with respect to adult children and parents' technology-competence and attitudinal outlook toward online communication (Ledbetter, 2010).




Conclusions

Whereas social and cultural factors may explain some of the differences we found between the two nations (Bar-Tur et al., 2018; Kohli, 1999; Kohli et al., 2010), these differences were minor, with more similarities than disparities. Moreover, emotional closeness appears to comprise a significant component in the relationships of adult children and their parents in Germany and Israel. Our finding that phone communication was the most prominent contact mode, which had the strongest association with emotional closeness may come as a surprise in era of digital innovation. Irrespective of communication mode and geographical proximity, an on-going contact between adult children and their parents may be fundamental to enhanced emotional closeness and life satisfaction.


Implications

Our findings support the notion that relationships of adult children with their parents continue to be significant but complex, especially when the children grow older and there is a need for close ties as well as for separation and individuation. Since connection is vital for adult children and their parents, they may be encouraged to communicate in a synchronic and vocal mode that enables them to engage in private meaningful conversation. Parents' voices and tones of voice may be calming and encouraging in the conversation, especially when children need emotional support (Seltzer et al., 2012). Although text-based media can be excellent for scheduling meetings and sending short messages, emotional contact with the parents may be better maintained when adult children and parents converse by telephone. Conducted before the COVID-19 pandemic, the current study demonstrated that in routine times, telephone communication served as an important supplement to face-to-face meetings. Situations that prevent adult children from meeting their parents in person, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, may further underscore this effect, suggesting that phone contact can become even more important to maintaining close family relationships during such crises (Nowland et al., 2024).
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