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Introduction 

Academics, psychologists, and teachers often tell us what children think and 
how they feel about family life. So do politicians, religious leaders, and jour
nalists. Yet few have bothered to ask children themselves what is on their 
minds. And still fewer have done so in a systematic manner. 

In the Children in Families study, conducted by the Australian Institute 
of Family Studies, 402 children living in Victoria were interviewed. These 
children were asked about their relationships with parents and siblings, the 
kinds of activities that occurred in their families, the sources of conflict that 
existed between family members, and their general feelings about family life. 
To supplement the children's responses, and to provide a context for them, 
one adult from each child's family was also interviewed. 

Half of the children in the study were eight or nine years of age - a 
period referred to as middle childhood - and the rest were adolescents aged 
15 or 16. Middle childhood (the primary school years) and adolescence con
stitute distinct developmental periods of particular interest. Middle childhood 
is a time when the capacity to learn about the world undergoes considerable 
growth. Children of this age learn to think about problems logically, see events 
from the point of view of others, and co-operate with children and adults in 
social interaction. This is also the period during which children acquire basic 
educational skills, such as reading, writing, and calculating. These abilities 
continue to develop into the teenage years. However, the main developmental 
task facing the adolescent is to acquire the attitudes necessary to function as 
a competent adult. These include establishing one's basic values, moral beliefs, 
political orientations, self-concept, and goals for the future. Achieving a de
gree of emotional, social, and economic independence from the family is a 
necessary consequence of this development. The inclusion of these two age 
groups in the .study made it possible to assess the significance of family life 
for children at both developmental stages. 



2 Introduction 

The children in this study came from a variety of types of families: rich 
families and poor families, large families and small families, happy families 
and unhappy families. In addition, because thousands of children in Australia 
today live in one-parent families and stepfamilies, a special effort was made 
to represent them in the study. Accordingly, half the children interviewed 
lived in family types other than the traditional nuclear family. But, although 
the study was large in scope, there were some limitations. For one thing, it 
did not specifically address issues relating to ethnic families. In fact, relatively 
few children with foreign-born parents appeared in the sample, making it 
difficult to draw conclusions about them. The topic of ethnic families in 
Australia is clearly one worth studying in its own right, and the reader is 
referred to Storer (1985). In addition, children in Aboriginal families are not 
represented here - another topic deserving of special study and attention, 
and one which is well covered by Healy, Hassan, and McKenna (1985). 

Research often challenges traditional ways of seeing things. In our 
society, many stereotypes exist about children and families. Given that almost 
everyone grows up in families, this is not surprising. Consider the following 
beliefs: 

1. Mothers are more important than fathers in children's development. 
2. A generation gap exists between adolescents and their parents. 
3. Relations with siblings are less important to children than relations with 

parents. 
4. Children in divorced families are maladjusted and prone to delinquency. 
5. Big families are happier than small families. 
6. Only children are spoiled and unhappy. 
7. Children of employed mothers suffer from a lacj( of maternal attention. 

These and other stereotypes come under scrutiny - and are rejected - as 
various aspects of the data are presented for consideration. 

This book presents a general overView of the major findings of the 
Children in Families study. The research was conducted with two goals in 
mind. The first was to obtain a descriptive account of Australian children's 
experiences of family life. The second was. to examine the links between· 
different family characteristics and children's developing competence. In iine 
with these two intentions, this report contains both descriptive material, in 
the form of direct quotations and case studies, and analytic material based 
on statistical analyses. The two types of data - qualitative and quantitative 
- provide different windows through which to view children and their families. 

The material presented in this book should be of interest to many people, 
including students in psychology, education, sociology, and allied disciplines, 
practitioners who deal with children and families, and researchers in family 
sociology, child development, and education. Many readers will find the focus 
on family life as seen through the eyes of children to be a useful corrective to 
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adult-based research. And, given the fact that we have so few Australian 
studies on this topic, the present material should provide some relief from 
the necessary but often frustrating reliance on overseas studies for the pro
vision of information. 

Outline of the book 

Chapter 1 introduces the basic concepts and themes underlying the Children 
in Families study, that is, competence, resources, family structure, family 
process, and the active child. It also presents a general model to guide the 
analysis of data and the presentation of results. Chapters 2 to 4 deal with 
children's descriptions of processes within their families. Chapter 2 looks at 
the nature and quality of parent-child relationships. Other family processes 
- sibling relationships, marital conflict, and general family cohesion - are 
covered in Chapter 3. Chapter 4 presents an analysis that reveals the links 
between family processes and various forms of child competence. Chapters 
5 to 9 deal with family structures and how these are related to children's 
experiences of family life and children's competence. These include consid
erations of family type, that is, intact two-parent, one-parent, and step-parent 
households (Chapters 5 and 6), family size (Chapter 7), parental 
(un)employment (Chapter 8), and family socio-economic status (Chapter 9). 
Chapter 10 presents analyses that summarise many of the trends described 
in previous chapters. Finally, Chapter 11 comments on some of the general 
themes that emerge from the Children in Families study. 

The general flow of these chapters is from the immediate family environ
ment outward towards more general social influences on the child. Although 
each chapter can be read on its own, each builds on previous chapters to 
provide a cumulative view of children's family experiences and their impli
cations for development. Chapters generally begin by reviewing previous 
research,.most of which has been conducted in the United States. However, 
an attempt has been made to include a good number of Australian studies, 
and these are distinguished from overseas material when appropriate. In 
addition to building on previous studies, research should have something to 
say about the decisions that people make in real life. Accordingly, most 
chapters end with a discussion on the implications of the data for parents, 
counsellors, therapists, educators, researchers, and policy makers. Although 

, these implications necessarily reflect the values of the author, they are all, 
! in their own way, concerned with furthering the well-being of children. 
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Basic issues, concepts, and theory 

Some children are skilful, confident, optimistic, and resourceful. Others are 
not. This book is about some of the factors that account for these differences 
in the ways children develop. One of the major assumptions of this study is 
that many aspects of development can be explained by looking at the types 
and levels of resources that are present in the environments of children -
particularly in their family environments. Resources provide opportunities 
for the development of valued forms of competence, while their absence limits 
the possibilities of children to achieve their full potential. 

This chapter begins by outlining the general model used to guide the 
analysis of data and interpretation of results. The major concepts in the model 
- competence, family resources, and the active child - are then elaborated 
on. 

Outline of the model 

The model is presented in Figure 1.1. On the left hand side of the figure are 
aspects of the family environment that reflect resources for the child. One 
block of variables is labelled family structure resources and consists of family 
type, family size, parental employment, parental education, parental occu
pation prestige, family income, and household crowding. These aspects of 
family environment are largely beyond the direct control of the child and 
constitute objective situations to which the child must adapt. A second block 
of variables is labelled family process resources and consists of parental sup
port, parental control, parental discipline, maturity demands, sibling relations, 
marital harmony, and family cohesion. These processes between family mem
bers are ongoing, changeable, and capable of being influenced by the child. 

5 



Figure 1.1 Model of family resources. the active child. and forms 
of competence 

Family structure resources 
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The arrow running from structure resources to process resources indi
cates that family circumstances have implications for how families function. 
For example, changing from an intact family to a one-parent family requires 
numerous adaptations and adjustments, and these involve changes in the 
nature and quality of relationships between family members. Of course, pro
cesses within families can also bring about changes in family structure. For 
example, marital conflict can result in divorce, a shift to a one-parent house
hold, and a decrease in income. However, family structures change more 
slowly than family processes, and it is assumed in the model that the direction 
of influence is mainly from structure to process. 

The child is characterised in the model as being an active agent who, 
through his or her thoughts, feelings, and behaviours, has an impact on family 
processes. This reciprocal relationship between the child and the family is 
portrayed in the model as a spiral of socialisation that can be either benign 
or vicious, that is, beneficial or detrimental to the child's full development. 
On the far right of the figure are forms of competence - the outcomes of 
socialisation. A developmental spiral also appears in relation to competence, 
that is, competent behaviour that results in goal-attainment leads to increased 
levels of mastery, while incompetent behaviour that results in failure leads 
to states of helplessness. The model indicates that achieved competence is 
partly individual (as reflected in the child's own goals, actions, and interpre
tations) and partly social (as reflected in the resources provided by the child's 
family). 

The various components of the model are elaborated on below. 

Child competence 

The concept of competence 

Early research on children was concerned with problems such as emotional 
maladjustment, aggression, academic failure, and delinquency. A recent shift 
in emphasis has been towards a concern with child competence - a perspective 
that stresses positive capacities rather than defects (Wine, 1981). Robert 
White (1959) initially defined competence as the child's capacity to interact 
effectively with the environment. Similar definitions by Edgar (1974a; 1975; 
1980, Chapter 7), Harter (1981), and Wine (1981) all stressed the ability of 
children to control their environments, solve problems, and attain goals. (See 
Ford, 1985, for a summary of views of competence.) Presumably, competent 
children are not only able to adapt to their environments, but are also capable
of changing many aspects of their environments. An emphasis on competence, 
therefore, requires a view of children as active rather than passive, a point 
that is taken up in detail later in this chapter. 
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Different forms of competence 

Some developmental psychologists use the !erm competence to refer specif
ically to children's intellectual abilities. In this book, however, the term is 
used in a broad sense to include any skills or abilities that enhance children's 
success at dealing with the physical and social environment. These include 
the behavioural skills necessary to get things done, such as being able to use 
a telephone, prepare a meal, or travel by public transport; the social skills 
that facilitate interaction with others, such as knowing how to make new 
friends, co-operate to achieve common goals, and resolve conflict; and self
control skills, such as the ability to delay gratification, control emotions, 
formulate plans, and cope with stress. According to this view, intellectual and 
academic skills are important aspects of competence, but they are not the 
only ones. 

Children, as well as adults, can be competent in some areas and incom
petent in others. Some people have highly developed verbal skills but are 
bewildered by mathematics. And some people achieve high levels of com
petence in music, art, dance, athletics, or mechanics but perform poorly on 
academic tasks (Fowler, 1983). Even quite young children are aware that they 
are good at some things and not good at others. For example, Harter (1981) 
found that the extent to which children agreed with statements reflecting high 
levels of academic competence ('I am good at school work'), social competence 
('I have a lot of friends'), and sports competence ('I do well at sports') were 
largely unrelated. There are considerable individual differences in competence 
or, to put it more simply, no one is good at everything but everyone is good 
at something. 

Social and cultural variations 

Relevant forms of competence vary a great deal from one social and cultural 
group to the next. For example, traditional Australian Aborigines have a 
highly developed ability to 'cognitively map' and find their way through the 
natural environment - an ability that is largely irrelevant to urban dwellers. 
Similarly, street-fighting skills are a highly valued form of competence among 
urban youth gangs, but these same skills are held in low esteem by social 
workers. To a certain extent, valued forms of competence reflect those skills 
that allow people to survive and function successfully within a particular 
environment and cultural milieu. 

In addition, those who control the major institutions of society have the 
power to define some forms of competence as being more important or de
sirable than others (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977; Edgar, 1975, 1980; Inkeles, 
1969). According to Inkeles, forms of competence that are favoured in urban 
industrial societies include the ability to use language effectively, manage time 
efficiently, comprehend and fill out forms, negotiate with others, engage in 
abstract thought, and control emotional impulses - all of which have a distinct 
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middle-class flavour. People who possess socially valued forms of competence 
are more likely than others to succeed and to achieve the rewards society 
dispenses to the successful. Clearly, not all forms of competence are equal, 
at least in the eyes of the people who matter. 

The competent self 

The above discussion indicates that competence varies a great deal from one 
person to the next and from one society to the next. But, in spite of this 
diversity, there are some factors common to all forms of competence. Smith 
(1969) argued for a 'core of interrelated personal attributes ... which in some 
way plays a crucial role in the person's effectiveness in interaction with the 
environment' (p. 215). According to Smith, this core of attributes is primarily 
aligned with the self-concept. Characteristics of what Smith referred to as the 
competent self include feelings of self-respect and self-esteem, a belief that 
the self is causally important, a general sense of efficacy or potency, an attitude 
of hope and optimism, and a behavioural orientation characterised by activity 
and initiative. The notion of the competent self incorporates a number of 
widely used concepts in the behavioural sciences, including self-efficacy (Ban
dura, 1982), internal locus of control (Rotter, 1966), coping ability (Weinberg, 
1985), and perceived competence (Harter, 1981). 

Smith distinguished the competent self from the particular equipment for, 
competence that a person might possess. Equipment for competence refers 
to the specific behaviour, knowledge, habits, and skills needed for achieving 
one's goals. He argued that, while the equipment for competence is specific 
to a particular situation and a particular culture, the basic features of the 
competent self are common across situations and cultures. 

The distinction between the equipment for competence and the com
petent self is useful because it avoids the problem of cultural relativism in
herent in looking at specific and isolated forms of competence. In the present 
study, consider three highly motivated adolescents who came from different 
social backgrounds. The first came from a working class family, was intending 
to drop out of high school, but was practising hard to be a rock musician. 
The second came from a middle class background and was struggling to master 
high school biology in preparation for a career in medicine. The third came 
from a migrant background and was working long hours on weekends to learn 
the management of the family restaurant. Each adolescent was developing 
notably different sets of skills. Yet, although the equipment for competence 
necessary to succeed was different in each case, the desire to learn, the tenacity 
in sticking with and solving problems, and the expectations of eventual success 
had much in common. The point here is that the competent self can emerge 
in a number of ways. 
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Mastery motivation as a source of competence 

Competence, according to White (1959), has its basis in the young child's 
need to deal effectively with the environment. He proposed that, when young 
children play and explore, they are attempting to establish control over their 
environments. When these attempts are successful, children experience feel
ings of efficacy, and because these feelings are inherently pleasurable, further 
activity to manipulate and control the environment is pursued for its own 
sake. In this way, children develop an intrinsic motivation for mastery that 
is quite different from an extrinsic motivation based on external reward and 
punishment. Although White acknowledged that social rewards for achieve
ment (such as gifts, praise, or affection from parents) could be powerful 
sources of motivation, he argued that children gain greater satisfaction when 
they achieve their own goals. Indeed, he even argued that children's intrinsic 
satisfaction is greatest when their goals are actively opposed by others. 

Under favourable conditions, mastery motivation initiates a cycle of 
events that leads children to become cumulatively more competent in con
trolling their environments. This process, as outlined by White, consists of 
a positive feedback loop linking early mastery attempts, successful perform
ance, feelings of efficacy, self-perceptions of competence, and enhanced in
trinsic motivation for future mastery. However, under unfavourable conditions, 
children are not able to bring about their desired effects on the environment. 
If this happens often enough, children come to approach new tasks with 
expectations of failure, feelings of helplessness, and self-perceptions of 
incompetence. 

Social influences on competence 

White's (1959) emphasis on self-initiated and self-directed action was impor
tant in generating further thinking and research on competence; yet his model 
did not deal sufficiently with the effects of other people, such as family 
members, or with larger social contexts, such as social class. It is a truism to 
state that human learning and motivation take place in a social context, and 
competence and mastery motivation are no exceptions. Parents and other 
important people in children's lives are critical to the development of mastery 
motivation in three ways: 

1. by providing an environment that is responsive to children's mastery 
attempts; 

2. by 'channelling' intrinsic motivation towards goals and activities that are 
socially valued; and 

3. by labelling children's efforts as successes or failures. 

Each of these is discussed below. 
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Provision of a favourable environment 

Parents can 'co-operate' with the child's natural desire for mastery by providing 
a'safe but varied physical environment in which exploration and discovery 
can take place. For example, a child who is constrained in a playpen for long 
periods of time has fewer opportunities to explore and manipulate the environ
ment than does ,a child who is allowed to roam freely under supervision. 

Family members are also part of the environment that young children 
must learn to predict and control (Edgar et aI., 1973). When parents and 
other care givers are consistently responsive to children's actions, children 
learn that their behaviours are followed by predictable effects. For example, 
an infant's cry can result in parental attention or inattention, a toddler's 
uplifted arms can result in being picked up or being ignored, and a schoolchild's 
question can result in a thoughtful answer, a rebuke, or no response at all. 
Knowing that other people can be controlled enhances feelings of efficacy in 
children and increases the probability of further mastery attempts (Ashton, 
1978; Rollins and Thomas, 1979). On the other hand, if parents and other 
care givers are not responsive to early mastery attempts, a condition of learned 
helplessness (Seligman, 1975) may develop in which young children come to 
believe that their social worlds are unresponsive and uncontrollable. 

Pursuit of socially valued goals 

A second way in which parents and others influence the development of 
mastery motivation is by channelling it in socially appropriate and valued 
directions. Although children ( and adults) formulate many of their own goals" 
they must also be competent to attain goals that are set by others. This view 
was strongly put forward by Inkeles (1969), who argued that the primary aim 
of socialisation is to produce people who are competent to carry out their 
social roles (such as the role of parent, student, worker, or friend). Because 
children will one day be adults with considerable duties and responsibilities, 
it is imperative that parents and teachers make sure appropriate skills are 
learned. 

While an infant's earliest mastery attempts are, to a certain extent, 
haphazard, children are soon encouraged, either overtly or covertly, to pursue 
interests that are socially valued. There is an enormous range of abilities that 
can be developed, and children must rely on others to provide information 
about which activities are worth succeeding at and which activities are irrel
evant. For example, through repeated experience, a child may come to be 
proficient at pulling apart expensive toys, thinking of excuses not to eat 
vegetables, or terrorising the budgerigar. These emerging skills, however, are 
unlikely to be encouraged by parents. In the long run, most children learn 
to value the things that are valued by their families and, later, by their teachers 
and peers (Smith, 1969). 
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Labelling of performance 

A third way in which parents and others influence mastery motivation is by 
labelling children's activities as successes or failures. Many activities that 
children engage in are ambiguous in terms of the criteria that constitute a 
'good' performance. When children first learn to draw a picture, make a bed, 
or kick a football, they look to others for information on how to evaluate 
what they have done. 

Cooley's (1902) theory of the looking glass self is relevant here, for it 
indicates that how we see ourselves is primarily based on our perceptions of 
how others see us. The process, as set out by Coo1ey, is essentially threefold, 
and consists of: 

1. our behaviour; 
2. our perceptions and interpretations of how others react to our behaviour; 

and 
3. our feelings about their reactions. 

For example, if people usually laugh whenever children tell jokes, then the 
latter may feel pride and come to see themselves as having a good sense of 
humour. As a result, they may tell more jokes in the future. However, if 
children notice that whenever they tell a joke people usually don't laugh, then 
they feel embarrassment and come to see themselves as not being very funny. 
As a result, they will be unlikely to tell jokes in the future. 

Mead (1934) expanded Cooley's model to show how a child's self-concept 
becomes increasingly general as it incorporates the reactions and views of 
larger and larger circles of people. As children mature, they acquire the ability 
to see the world from others' point of view. With this ability, they can adopt 
the perspectives of family members towards their own actions and abilities. 
Because children's social worlds are made up mainly of family, their early 
self-concepts are based largely on the reactions of parents and siblings. Chil
dren later have increased contact with people outside the home, and these 
new social experiences provide further insight into who they are. As the ability 
to engage in abstract thought develops, these various perspectives are merged 
into a generalised other that includes not only family members, but adult 
authorities such as teachers and employers, the peer group, and the media. 
Throughout development, the evaluations of diverse others are gradually 
consolidated and internalised into a general and relatively enduring view of 
the self. 

Self-labelling 

Children who are told (directly or indirectly) that they are failures will come 
to label themselves as incompetent, whereas children who are told that they 
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are valuable and effective will come to label themselves as competent (Edgar, 
1974a, 1974b, 1975). Once self-labelling occurs, implications follow for future 
motivation and behaviour. Self-perceptions of incompetence lead to expec
tations of failure and only half-hearted efforts in the future. Future failure 
is then almost guaranteed, and this in turn reinforces the validity of the original 
label. On the other hand, self-perceptions of competence lead to expectations 
of further success and whole-hearted efforts in the future. Future success, in 
turn, reinforces the validity of the original label. In other words, as far as 
competence is concerned, 'the rich get richer and the poor get poorer'. 

This can be illustrated by research conducted in classrooms. Studies 
have shown that teachers respond differently to students who are seen as high 
or low achievers. Compared with low achievers, high achievers are given more 
time to respond, more praise for right answers, and less criticism for wrong 
answers. Compared with high achievers, low achievers are given fewerop
portunities to participate in classroom discussions and less encouragement 
(Minuchin and Shapiro, 1983). These findings indicate that the labelling of 
students as high or low achievers results in behaviour by teachers that subtly 
conveys messages about their positions in the classroom hierarchy to students. 
Seen in this light, it is not surprising that students respond in ways that confirm 
teachers' initial expectations. 

In summary, the competent self is formed both through the self-eval
uation of intrinsically motivated action and through internalising the evalu
ations of others. The dual nature of the competent self reflects the fact, noted 
earlier, that competence has a social as well as a private function. Competence 
involves both the individual's personal growth towards greater goal attain
ment, autonomy, and self-actualisation, and the individual's ability to satisfy 
the expectations of others by performing successfully in socially defined roles. 

Family resources 

The concept of family resources 

Although all children possess some forms of competence, we can nevertheless 
distinguish between children who are generally high and low in those char
acteristics associated with the competent self. A useful concept in understand
ing the development of individual differences in competence is that of resources 
Jorcompetence (Amato and Ochiltree, 1986; Edgar, 1974b, 1975, 1980, Chap
ter 7; Ochiltree and Amato, 1984). Resources consist of biologically inherited 
capacities, material goods, information, personal relationships, social ar
rangements, or any 'raw material' that has the potential to be converted into 
forms of competence. The concept of resources has been used in the clinical 
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family literature to explain why some individuals and families cope better 
than others with crises such as unemployment, illness, and death (Burr, 1982; 
McCubbin et aI., 1982). However, the concept of resources is used here in 
a broad sense to indicate not only how children cope with problems, but how 
they develop in positive ways as well. The basic assumption is that children's 
access to a range of resources is associated with the development of both the 
equipment for competence and characteristics of the competent self. 

Biologically based resources 

Some resources are biological in nature and are largely present in the person 
from birth. These include size, health, sex, facial features, body build, and 
a component of intelligence. In some cases, biological resources are critical. 
Children born with severe physical cir intellectual handicaps are constrained 
in their opportunities to develop even the most basic competencies. However, 
except in extreme cases, the effects of biology are largely mediated by social 
experiences. For example, the extent to which one's life chances depend on 
physical appearance (such as skin pigmentation) or sex differ considerably 
from one culture to the next and from one historical period to the next. 
Further, the development of intelligence, although genetically based, can be 
affected greatly by the quality of one's social experiences and environment 
(Rutter, 1972). 

Socially based resources 

Most resources are social in nature and can be divided into three broad groups. 
Firstly, some resources exist at the level of interpersonal relationships. Family 
members, close friends, sociable neighbours, and congenial workmates pro
vide a pool of resources to draw on when dealing with problems and furthering 
one's attainment of goals. Secondly, some resources are socio-structural in 
nature and are reflected in the ways wealth, status, and power an! distributed 
to individuals, classes, and social groups. Thirdly, entire cultures, by virtue 
of their shared values, knowledge, and way of life, allow for the development 
of some forms of competence at the expense of others (e.g. hunting skills as 
opposed to computer programming). In everyday life, these resources interact 
in a complex fashion to present every child with a unique combination of 
opportunities and constraints. 

This discussion deals mainly with those resources located in the family 
environment. These can be divided into two broad types: those reflecting 
family structures and those reflecting interpersonal family processes. 
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Family structure resources 

From a child's eye-view, some resources are relatively objective, stable, and 

beyond direct control. These resources, referred to as family structure re

sources, reflect either a family's internal composition, in terms of its mem

bership, or a family's position in the larger social structure, in terms of its 

linkages to larger social institutions. 

Family composition 

In relation to family composition, the number of parents a child has is an 

example of a resource (Biller, 1974; Burns and Goodnow, 1979; Rutter, 1979). 

Children who experience the death of a parent lose a major source of nur

turing, information, and material support. Children in one-parent families 

where the non-custodial parent is no longer in contact experience a similar 

loss. However, one should be careful to distinguish between one-parent fam- . 

ilies and one-parent households, for in some cases non-custodial parents con

tinue to have close relationships with their children and serve as major 

resources in their development (Hess and Camara, 1979; Hetherington, 1979; 

Wallerstein and Kelly, 1980). 
Older and younger siblings can also serve as resources. For example, 

Toman (1969) argued that only children, compared with those who have 

siblings, have fewer opportunities to interact with other children and develop 

early social skills. Zajonc et al. (1979) theorised that, if the spacing between 

siblings is not too close, older siblings can act as intellectual resources for 

younger siblings and, at the same time, be benefited themselves by playing 

the role of teacher. (However, if family size is large, or if the spacing between 

siblings is close, children may not receive sufficient individual attention from 

parents.) 

Family socio-economic status 

Family resources are also structured by the positions families occupy in the 

social hierarchy. This is usually defined by socio-economic status (SES), which 

includes components of parental education, occupational status, income, and 

material living conditions. A family's SES reflects a variety of resources. For 

example, the households of wealthy parents, compared with the households 

of impoverished parents, typically contain a more extensive and varied range 

of objects for infants to explore and manipulate. Some children have greater 

access to games, toys, books, art materials, media, home computers, and tools 

than do other children. The implications of this difference are clear, for a 

stimulating and varied physical environment enhances the development of 

early cognitive competence in young children (Caldwell, 1968; Gottfried, 

1984; Henderson, 1981; Marjoribanks, 1979; White, 1979). As children grow, 

the range of resources available to them by virtue of their parents' SES 
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expands. Parental occupational status, education, and income largely deter
mine children's access to expensive private schools, museum trips, travel, 
'correct' forms of language and demeanour, and influential social networks. 

The sociaL distribution of competence 

In a series of publications, Edgar (1974a; 1974b; 1974c; 1975; 1980, p. 147) 
developed the notion of the sociaL distribution of competence. As Edgar 
argued, the knowledge and skills that allow people to perform well in various 
roles (the equipment for competence) are distributed unequally in society. 
Children who are exposed to the 'right' skills are able to present themselves 
in ways that please members of powerful groups such as school authorities 
and employers. In addition, while high SES parents serve as models of success 
and power for their children, impoverished parents convey to their children, 
either overtly or covertly, feelings of inadequacy, helplessness, and pessimism. 
By transmitting socially valued skills and self-perceptions of competence from 
one generation to the next, families (and schools) act to reproduce the ine
qualities in power, status, and wealth that exist in society. 

Empirical research lends support to this notion. Sociological studies 
show that parental SES is positively associated with children's educational 
and (later) occupational attainment both in the United States (Blau and 
Duncan, 1967) and in Australia (Broom and lones, 1976; Edgar, 1980, Chap
ters 3 and 8). Psychological and educational research is in agreement. A large 
number of studies conducted overseas and in Australia have consistently 
shown that children from high SES families tend to score higher on measures 
of cognitive ability and achievement than do children from low SES families 
(see White, 1982, for a meta-analysis). Indeed, the relation between the 
family's SES and children's cognitive ability and academic achievement has 
been called 'one of the firmest facts in psychology' (Kagan, 1979, p. 229). 

However, while social-structural resources provide opportunities for the 
development of competence, they are only effective to the extent that children 
are successfully able to use them. It is through social interaction - beginning 
in the family and later extending to other groups - that resources are trans
lated into forms of competence (Edgar, 1975). This leads to a consideration 
of the second major class of family resources: those that have their basis in 
family processes. 

Family process resources 

From the point of view of children, some aspects of the family environment 
are intangible, dynamic, and changeable. These famiLy processes include the 
patterns of interaction, feelings, perceptions, and expectations that exist be
tween family members. (See Walsh, 1982, for a review of current formulations 
of family process.) 
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Family therapists use the concept of family process to explain how fam
ilies cope with hardship and problems. For example, family crisis theory holds 
that the impact of a stressful even~ is mediated by the quality of the inter
personal resources that a family possesses (Burr, 1982; Hill, 1949; McCubbin 
and Patterson, 1982). A major line of research in this area has been to identify 
those family processes that act as resources in helping families to recover 
quickly from crises. Olson and McCubbin (1983) described strong families as 
those that are cohesive, adaptable, and have high levels of communication. 

In the present study, certain family processes are viewed as resources 
that facilitate the development of competence in children:. Research justifies 
this view by demonstrating that numerous dimensions of family interaction 
are related to competence. Studies reviewed by Henderson (1981), Hess and 
Holloway (1984), Marjoribanks (1979), Mussen (1979), Rollins and Thomas 
(1979), and White (1979) indicate that competence-building families are those 
in which parents: 

• encourage children to explore and manipulate their environments; 
• frequently engage children in conversation; 
• participate in joint activities with children; 
• hold high educational expectations and aspirations for children; 
• reward children for competent behaviour; 
• provide assistance with school work and encourage children to do well; 
• point out the consequences of behaviour to children; 
• have a emotionally warm and supportive relationship with children; 
• use authoritative rather than authoritarian or permissive styles of parenting; 
• avoid the use of harsh physical punishment; 
• encourage independence in children; and 
• have a marital relationship that is relatively free of serious conflict. 

Although this list is formulated in relation to parents, similar trends no doubt 
apply to other care givers as well. 

Family processes as mediators of structure resources 

Although the nature and quality of relationships children have with other 
family members serves as a major resource in its own right, family processes 
also mediate children's access to, and use of, family structure resources. This 
is clear if one considers that family structure resources refer to what family 
members have, while family process resources refer to what family members 
do. This distinction is illustrated by studies of academic competence that have 
included separate measures of interpersonal processes (e.g. verbal respon- . 
siveness of parents, time parents spend with children, parental aspirations, 
parental help with school work, etc.) and family socio-economic status (e.g. 
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parental education, occupational status, and income). Studies such as these 
conducted overseas (Bradley, Caldwell and Elardo, 1977; Laosa, 1982) and 
in Australia (Marjoribanks, 1979; Share et al., 1983) have consistently shown 
that interpersonal processes have an independent effect on children's com
petence even when measures of SES are statistically controlled. Furthermore, 
in most studies, home environment measures account for a greater proportion 
of the variance than do traditional SES measures (White, 1982). 

These results suggest that high quality relationships between parents and 
children facilitate the translation of parental resources into competence, while 
poor quality relationships result in an underutilisation of parental resources. 
For example, children who have well-educated parents, but who receive little 
assistance with school work, receive minimal benefit from their parents' know
ledge. This perspective also suggests that a positive interpersonal family 
environment can compensate, to a certain degree, for low levels of structural 
resources. For example, although poorly educated parents may be unable to 
help their children with school work, they can still communicate high edu
cational aspirations, keep in touch with the school, and provide general aca
demic encouragement. 

Benign and vicious circles of socialisation 

While high quality parent-child relationships are major resources for children, 
such relationships are also satisfying and beneficial to parents. Smith (1969, 
p. 214) described these mutually enhancing parent-child relationships as be
nign circles of socialisation. Benign circles of socialisation result in positive 
outcomes for both children and parents, including; on the part of children, 
increasing levels of competence, intrinsic interest, and self-confidence, and 
on the part of parents, increasing responsiveness, pride, and parental self
esteem. Vicious circles of socialisation, on the other hand, result in negative 
outcomes for both children and parents that are the opposite ofthose described 
above. 

The concepts of benign or vicious circles of socialisation imply that the 
direction of influence is not merely from parents to children, but also from 
children to parents. Such a view acknowledges that children are active rather 
than passive, and that they have substantial input into family processes. 

The active child 

Psychoanalytic theory and Behaviourism, which have had important influences 
on the study of child development, tend to view the child as being passive. 
Consequently, much research has been concern!,!d with the effects of parents 
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and other care givers on children. Such an approach seems quite natural, 
given that human infants are born virtually helpless and remain so for a long 
period of time. Popular views of young children as vulnerable and impres
sionable reinforce the tendency to see them as passive rather than active. 
These perspectives, however, are changing. 

Children's effects on parents 

In an influential essay, Bell (1968) pointed out that many previous studies of 
parental effects on children can just as plausibly be interpreted as child effects 
on parents. For example, research has indicated that parents who use high 
levels of physical punishment tend to have children who are more aggressive 
(Maccoby and Martin, 1983; Patterson, 1976). One explanation for this finding 
is that parents, through punishment, model aggressive behaviour which chil
dren learn and later exhibit themselves. However, an alternative explanation 
is that highly aggressive children make it necessary for parents to engage in 
coercive forms of control such as physical punishment. Patterson's (1976) 
research, in fact, indicates that both processes occur in families with highly 
aggressive children. , 

If children are not passively shaped by parents, then where do individual 
differences in children's behaviour come from? Basic temperamental differ
ences, encountered in such things as activity level and mood, may be present 
at birth (Sanson et aI., 1985). More importantly, children are, from a very 
early age, influenced by the media, playmates, neighbourhood experiences, 
other adults, child care, and a variety of other extra-family sources. As im
portant as the family is, it does not have a monopoly on children's time or 
attention. 

As Edgar et a1. (1973) noted, children and parents mutually affect each 
other, and child development must be seen as a social process. Accordingly, 
neither a model based on parent effects nor a model based on child effects 
is adequate to explain the development of competence. This perspective is 
consistent with family systems theory, which views cause and effect relations 
between all family members as mutual (Kantor and Lehr, 1975). It is also 
consistent with the emergence of an interactionist perspective in social psy
chology which sees people and their environments as continuously affecting 
each other in a reciprocal fashion (Endler and Magnusson, 1976). Similar 
themes are present in Bronfenbrenner's (1979) outline of an 'ecology of human 
development' in which active, growing human beings and their environments 
are engaged in a process of continuous, mutual accommodation. 

As noted earlier, Smith (1969) argued that reciprocal interaction between 
children and parents tends to develop in positive or negative directions. Be
cause effects run in both directions, increases (or decreases) in child com
petence are associated with increases (or decreases) in parental competence 
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as well. Children who are poor learners may cause their parents to become 
less interested and supportive, while children who are fast learners may cause 
their parents to become more involved and helpful. Similarly, children who 
are disruptive and hostile may lead ,their parents to withdraw affection and 
esteem, while children who are co-operative and loving may prompt their 
parents to express more affection and esteem. The point here is that just as 
children are developing, so too are parents. 

Children's interpretations of events 

Besides affecting their environments, there is a second and more subtle sense 
in which children are active. Asa general principle, it can be stated that 
children (or adults for that matter) respond primarily to their interpretations 
of events rather than to the events themselves. This stress on the subjective 
definition of the situation is well articulated in the famous dictum that if people 
define situations as real, they are real in their consequences (Thomas and 
Thomas, 1928). Children are constantly evaluating, interpreting, and making 
sense out of their environments and the actions of others, and their judgments 
about the meanings of events will affect both their subsequent feelings and 
their behaviour. 

It is possible for two children within the same family to have different 
perceptions and definitions of the same event, with different implications for 
how they will react. It is also possible - indeed, very likely - for children 
and parents to have divergent views on their famjlies. Studies in the United 
States (Olson and McCubbin, 1983) as well as in Australia (Scott et aI., 1985; 
Noller and Callan, 1986) have demonstrated that children frequently do not 
view or evaluate family events in the same way that parents do. This leads 
us to the conclusion that, to fully understand how family life affects children, 
we need to find out how children themselves view their families. 

Unfortunately, many studies of children have relied primarily on infor
mation provided by parents, teachers, or therapists. There is probably a 
widespread belief that children are too young to comme~t sensibly on their 
faniily lives, and that the accounts of children cannot be trusted to yield 
reliable information. However, if the perspective outlined above is adopted, 
then it follows that children themselves are the people best qualified to com
ment on their own experiences. 
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Conclusion 

The model presented in Figure 1.1 incorporates a number of important con
cepts including competence, family resources, and the active child. However, 
this model does not lend itself to a single statistical test, nor does it provide 
a complete explanation for specific forms of competence. Instead, its function 
in the present study is to serve as a tool to guide the choice of questions asked 
and the interpretation of results. 

Throughout the following chapters, various parts of the model are high
lighted. Some chapters are concerned with children's perceptions of family 
processes, some deal with children's competence in relation to particular 
aspects of family structure or process, and some are concerned with the links 
between family processes and family structures. The next chapter focuses on 
children's accounts of their relationships with mothers and fathers. 
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The parent-child relationship 

In the immediate family, processes occur between parent and child, child and 
sibling, and parent and parent. Each of these relationships serves as a potential 
resource for the child, with high quality relationships reflecting high levels 
of interpersonal resources. The focus in this chapter is on the parent--child 
relationship, while the next chapter deals with sibling relationships, the marital 
relationship, and general family cohesion. This chapter begins by selectively 
reviewing previous research on parent--child interaction. Although most of 
this research has been conducted overseas, some valuable Australian studies 
exist and many are referred to throughout this chapter. Data from the Children 
in Families study are then presented dealing with Australian children's per
ceptions and reports of relations with parents. 

Research on parents 

The importance of mothers and fathers 

Early research on parents focused almost exclusively on the role of the mother. 
The assumption underlying much of this work was that the mother--child 
relationship is both unique and of special importance in the psychological and 
social development of children. For example, Freud (1948) theorised that the 
mother-infant relationship serves as the basic model for all later love rela
tionships. In a similar vein, Bowlby (1969,1973) argued that infants need to 
form strong attachments to their mothers, but not necessarily to their fathers. 
According to Bowlby, a child's early separation from his or her mother, or 
some other disruption of this relationship, can result in disturbed cognitive 
and social functioning in later life. These theories were supported by, and in 
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turn strengthened, commonly held beliefs about the existence of an instinctive 
- and even mystical - bond between mother and child. 

However, recent attention given to fathers suggests that their importance 
has been greatly underestimated. Studies reviewed by Biller (1974), Lamb 
(1976, 1978), Lamb and Sagi (1983), Parke (1978), Pedersen (1980), Thomp
son (1983), and Russell (1983b) have led to a deeper understanding of the 
role of fathers in child development. For one thing, fathers have been found 
to be as competent as mothers in meeting the basic care giving needs of 
infants, such as getting babies to drink a given amount of milk while bottle
feeding. Similarly, fathers have been found to be just as responsive as mothers 
to infant signals such as crying and smiling. For example, when confronted 
with the sound of an infant crying, fathers and mothers do not differ on 
measures of physiological arousal such as skin conductance and heart rate. 
The notion that fathers can be competent care givers received support from 
an Australian study by Russell (1983b), who found that men were able to 
make the transition to being their children's primary care givers with few 
negative side-effects on themselves or their children. 

Given that fathers appear to be affectionate, sensitive, and competent 
care givers, it is not surprising to find that infants form attachments to fathers 
as well as to mothers. In fact, toddlers have been found to differentiate little 
between fathers and mothers in the frequency with which they approach, 
touch, and ask to be picked up (Lamb, 1982). Other research has shown that 
when young children are under stress they turn to either fathers or mothers 
for comfort, depending on which parent is available. But if both parents are 
available, children tend to choose their mothers (Lamb, 1982). On the other 
hand, when children are not under stress, they tend to turn to their fathers 
for vigorous play. This suggests that there are qualitative differences in the 
functions parents come to fill for infants. While they appear to depend pri
marily on mothers for care-giving and security, they appear to depend pri
marily on fathers for play and affiliation (Lamb, 1976). Obviously both are 
important, and the modern view acknowledges the contribution of both 
parents. 

Dimensions of parent-child relationships 

Although parents vary considerably in the ways in which they deal with their 
children, two major aspects of parent-child interaction have been identified: 

1. support and warmth versus rejection and hostility; and 
2. control and restrictiveness versus autonomy and permissiveness. 

(See Argyle and Henderson, 1985; Maccoby, 1980; Rollins and Thomas, 
1979.) Both have been ,shown to have implications for the development of 
competence in children. 
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Parental support 

Support from parents can be expressed in various ways. Parents can express 
interest in children's activities, talk with them, take them on outings or play 
games with them, provide help with everyday problems and schoolwork, 
express enthusiasm and praise over their accomplishments, and show affection 
and love. It has been shown that a high level of support from parents -
however it is expressed - is associated with socially valued characteristics of 
children including high self-esteem, high cognitive ability, academic success, 
an internal locus of control, advanced moral development, the exhibition of 
considerate and altruistic behaviour towards others, and general psychological 
adjustment (see Argyle and Henderson, 1985; Maccoby, 1980; Maccoby and 
Martin, 1983; Rollins and Thomas, 1979; Staub, 1979, Chapter 4; and Waiters 
and Stinnett, 1971 for reviews). Although most of this research comes from 
overseas, Australian studies lead to similar conclusions (Amato, 1986c; Dun
lop and Burns, 1986; Marjoribanks, 1979). This research strongly supports 
the commonsense view that parental love is good for children. 

Parental control 

Rollins and Thomas (1979) argued that parental control techniques cluster 
into two basic types: coercion and induction. Coercion is marked by the use 
of external pressure on children in the form of physical punishment, depri
vation of privileges, and the direct application of force. Induction is used by 
parents who attempt to obtain voluntary compliance from children by relying 
on explanations or reasons, often in the form of pointing out the consequences 
of behaviour to children. 

In a review of studies of child-rearing practices and children's outcomes, 
Rollins and Thomas (1979) concluded that parents' use of coercion as a method 
of control is related to negative outcomes for children, while the use of 
induction is related to positive outcomes. In particular, the use of coercion 
is associated with low cognitive development, low moral development, low 
self-esteem, low social competence, an exterrial locus of control, antisocial 
aggression, behaviour problems, and psychological maladjustment. On the 
other hand, parents' use of induction is associated with high cognitive de
velopment, high moral development, high self-esteem, high social compe
tence, and an internal locus of control in children. 

Although highly coercive parental behaviours appear to have negative 
implications for children, a degree of firm parental control appears to be 
beneficial. Coopersmith (1967) found that children's self-esteem was enhanced 
when parents' rules were clearly defined and enforced. Coopersmith argued 
that unambiguous rules allow children to internalise values and standards 
which they can use to evaluate their own behaviour, making it possible for 
children to deal with the environment in a manner that promotes future 
success. In addition, parental rules are often interpreted by children as signs 
of parental concern. However, Coopersmith also found that parents of high 
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self-esteem children valued their children's rights to question parental rules 
and to express their own points of view. 

Coopersmith's results are consistent with those of Baumrind (1967, 1968, 
1971,1973), who identified three parenting styles. The first- an authoritarian 
style - is one in which parents exercise high levels of control, stress obedience 
to authority, are highly punitive, and discourage discussion. In contrast, a 
permissive style is one in which parents are accepting and supportive, but 
exercise little control and make few maturity demands on children. Baumrind's 
research indicates that neither of these two parenting styles is associated with 
high levels of competence in children. However, authoritative parenting -
in which parents set standards for children and enforce them firmly, explain 
the reasons behind rules and decisions, make frequent maturity demands on 
children, encourage a certain amount of independence, and are warm and 
accepting - is associated with high levels of competence in children. 

Age differences in children's responses 

The notion of the active child suggests that, as children grow, they react 
differently to parental support and control attempts. Because older children 
have many sources of support outside of the family, they are less dependent 
on parental support than are younger children. And while firm parental control 
may be interpreted by young children as concern and guidance, the same 
degree of control may be interpreted by adolescents as overprotectiveness 
and restrictiveness. The achievement of autonomy is an important, and neces
sary, goal for adolescents (Coleman, 1980; Dusek, 1977). It is also a need 
that parents must acknowledge. Research generally supports the notion that 
parental overprotectiveness during adolescence is associated with a number 
of negative adolescent outcomes (Maccoby and Martin, 1983). These consid
erations suggest that it is not just parents' behaviours, but the interaction 
between parents' behaviours and the child's state of development, that is 
critical. 

The limits of parental influence 

The literature reviewed above indicates that parental support, and the manner 
in which parents exercise control and discipline, are important resources for 
developing children. One might be tempted to conclude from this research 
that parents completely determine how their children develop. Such a con
clusion is certain to worry most parents unnecessarily. In fact, the importance 
of parents can easily be overemphasised, and the research findings noted 
above are in need of two major qualifications. 

Firstly, parents are not the only significant people in the lives of children. 
Children's developing personalities and competencies are also affected by 
other family members, such as siblings, aunts, uncles, and grandparents (Edgar 



26 Chapter 2 

and Ochiltree, 1982; Lamb, 1982). Beyond the family, social factors such as 
schools, peer groups, neighbourhoods, the conditions of parental employ
ment, and government policies all have implications for children's long-term 
outcomes (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Parents are but one influence out of many, 
and they deserve neither all the credit, nor all the blame, for how their children 
turn out. 

Some believe that the influence of parents is paramount because it occurs 
at critical times during infant development. For example, Freud (1948) and 
his followers believed that early experiences with parents, such as weaning 
and toilet-training, leave strong and lasting impressions on children's adult 
personalities. However, it is now generally recognised that people's person
alities are not fixed in early childhood but continue to change, develop, and 
grow throughout the life cycle (Lerner and Spanier, 1978). This continuous 
capacity to develop means that early life experiences are not all-determining. 
Initial disadvantages can be overcome and initial advantages can be lost. 

The second qualification refers to the notion of the active child. As 
noted in Chapter 1, it is generally acknowledged that children are active rather 
than passive, that they interpret events rather than simply react to them, and 
that they affect their environments just as their environments affect them 
(Bell, 1968; Edgar et aI., 1973; Maccoby and Martin, 1983). Regardless of 
parents' beliefs about discipline, if children are aggressive or badly behaved, 
then parents may feel compelled to adopt coercive control techniques. Well
behaved and socially competent children, on the other hand, allow parents 
to adopt induction techniques based on reasoning and democratic decision
making. To be fair to parents, it is easier to be warm and supportive towards 
a child who is affectionate and polite than towards a child who is irascible 
and obnoxious. 

Readers may wish to keep these qualifications in mind as data from the 
Children in Families study dealing with children's relationships with parents 
are presented. 

Children's accounts of parental support 

Results of the study are divided into two major sections, the first dealing with 
parental support and the second dealing with parental control. These two 
sections reveal the extent to which various forms of parental support and 
control are reported by Australian boys and girls during middle childhood 
and adolescence. (The question of how parental support and control are 
related to children's competence is addressed in Chapter 4.) The reader should_ 
note that all family types have been combined in this chapter, but that they 
have been statistically weighted to ensure they are represented in children's 
responses in the correct proportions (see Appendix 1). Responses for parents 
always refer to biological parents rather than step-parents. 
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Descriptions of mothers by primary school children 

To gain initial insight into children's relationships with parents, children were 
asked, 'What sort of person is your mother/father? Can you describe her/him 
to me? Can you tell me what she/he is like in looks and behaviour?' Although 
these questions may sound difficult, only about 1 per cent of children and 
adolescents were unable to provide answers. In fact, most children at both 
age levels described their mothers and fathers in more than one way, and up 
to three separate descriptions were coded per child. (For this reason, per
centages sometimes add up to more than 100.) 

Most primary school children described their mothers positively. A 
grouping of all descriptions into positive, neutral, and negative categories 
revealed that 84 per cent of girls and 79 per cent of boys said positive things 
about their mothers. Only 7 per cent of girls and 17 per cent of boys made 
any negative comments. (The remaining children made neutral comments or 
said they didn't know.) The following examples illustrate the range of re
sponses from primary school children. 

She's nice. She does a lot of things for you. (girl aged 9) 

She's a good mother. Sometimes she says no to things - like if I ask for an 
icypole, she'd say no. It'd be all right though 'cause she's a good mother. (boy 
aged 9) 

She's joyful. She's a very happy person. But she can get grumpy very easily when 
she's tired now that she's pregnant. (girl aged 9) 

She's a nice mother. She's funny - she's got a sense of humour. She's got hair 
about that long - just sits on her shoulders. She's got a bump on her nose. (boy 
aged 9) 

Negative descriptions, although uncommon, usually referred to mothers 
as dispens,ers of punishment. 

Sometimes she makes me mad 'cause when I don't do the right thing she tells me 
off. (boy aged 9) 

She screams a lot if we do something wrong. (girl aged 9) 

A mum wot smacks ya. (boy aged 8) 

Many children's descriptions reflected the roles that mothers have tra
ditionally played in families. These children described mothers as people who 
cook, clean, and do household chores. 

She's quite short and got brown hair. Think she's got hazel eyes. She does 
housework. She doesn't have a job working outside. She does lots of gardening 
- washes the clothes a lot and I think she's a good mum. (girl aged 9) 
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She likes working around the house. She likes cooking. She's a good mother and 
she does like coming places with us. (boy aged 9) 

The tendency for primary school children to see mothers in stereotypic 
roles has been noted by other Australian researchers. Riach (1983) and Gold
man and Goldman (1983) found that primary school children typically describe 
their mothers as people who cook, clean, care for children, and concern 
themselves with domestic duties. This trend reflects a tendency for children 
in middle childhood to think in concrete, everyday terms rather than abstract 
terms. It also reflects the fact that housework is one of the main activities in 
which young children see their mothers engaged. Some children, however, 
described their mothers in idiosyncratic and unusual ways. 

She's always talking and she's nice. She's got long black hair and everybody says 
that she looks like a witch. She's a nice person because she always helps you if 
you're in trouble. But she doesn't stick up for you or anything if you're in a fight. 
You have to fight it your own way. She says you have to fight your own battles. 
(girl aged 9) 

She likes to get things organised. When we're in a fight or something she always 
says 'Face to the Lord and not to the devil'. Whenever there is a fight she always 
says something about Jesus and how he doesn't want you to fight. Helps us with 
homework sometimes. (boy aged 9) 

Descriptions of mothers by adolescents 

Compared with younger children, adolescents' descriptions of their mothers 
were more complex and abstract. Nevertheless, the great majority of des
criptions were positive. In fact, adolescents were just as likely as younger 
children to be complimentary to their mothers: 88 per cent of girls and 83 per 
cent of boys made positive comments. On the other hand, adolescents were 
also somewhat more likely than younger children to be critical, and negative 
comments were given by 22 per cent of girls and 17 per cent of boys. 

Very understanding. I don't know what I'd do without her, actually. She's good 
to me. (girl aged 15) 

She's pretty agreeable - she never creates arguments. She's pretty strict - she 
likes things done right and my bedroom to be tidy. She doesn't go out of her way 
to try and create hassles but she does yell. She's a real warrior! She likes to know 
where we are all the time, what we're doing. She doesn't like us to roam around. 
She likes to know about what time we'll be home and things like that. (boy aged 
16) 

She's friendly. She lets her feelings out. If she's not keen on someone or something 
she'll show it. She's good. (girl aged 15) 



The parent-child relationship 29 

She's an idealist. I don't know, she's always got her ideas - opinions and things 
like that. She's always got things she wants to do and its hard to explain further. 
(girl aged 16) 

She's short and fat. A bit over the hill. Oh, she's not too bad, but she's got a 
pretty fast temper. (boy aged 15) 

Few adolescents referred to traditional maternal roles in describing their 
mothers. Instead, many descriptions were concerned with the extent to which 
mothers were understanding or approachable. This focus on communication 
is illustrated in the following examples. 

Kind, considerate. She hasn't stayed back in the late I800s like my dad. Always 
prepared to listen to you. It doesn't matter what you have to say - she looks at 
things very objectively. (girl aged 15) 

Quiet and likes to be respected. She gives you a fair go and lets you tell your side 
of the story and doesn't take sides. Easy to get along with and to tell your problems 
to. (girl aged 16) 

She's a good lady. Sometimes, if she wants to say something . .. she doesn't know 
how to express herself properly. That's the only thing wrong with her but other 
than that she's grouse. She understands. (boy aged 15) 

Descriptions of fathers by primary school children 

As was the case with mothers, primary school children's descriptions of fathers 
were mostly positive. Positive descriptions of fathers were given by 69 per 
cent of daughters and 72 per cent of sons. On the other hand, negative 
comments were made by 11 per cent of daughters and 17 per cent of sons. 

He's kind and helpful and he can be caring. (girl aged 8) 

He's a good man. If you asked him to do something, he'd probably try and do 
it his best. He's just a good man. (boy aged 9) . 

He's nice. He likes his work and he's kind to us kids. He likes mum. He doesn't 
like slow drivers - he prefers to speed along the road. He's kind to us - that's 
the main thing. (girl aged 9) 

I don't know. He's good. He does a lot of work. I don't know what else he does. 
He fixes up his car. (boy aged 9) 

He's kind of a happy person, sometimes a bit angry person. He's quite a tall 
person. He's got a beard and sometimes he gets a bit mad at my brother and me 
for something we don't do. Has black hair, black beard and sometimes he takes 
mummy out to dinner. (girl aged 9) 
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Many descriptions referred to fathers as playmates and mentioned play
ing rough-and-tumble games or sport. Riach (1983), Goldman and Goldman 
(1983), and Goodnow and Burns (1985, p. 26) also found that primary school 
children tend to describe their fathers in leisure roles. 

He's got black hair and blue eyes. He's fairly tall and he's nice. Sometimes after 
school we have fights with him - just play fights. (girl aged 8) 

Another common role for fathers to emerge from young children's des
criptions was that of the provider of presents. 

He's nice. He buys us lollies. (girl aged 9) 

He's a good father. If we ask for something, he'd buy it. It depends on how much 
- otherwise he's good. (boy aged 9) 

Descriptions of fathers by adolescents 

Adolescents' descriptions of fathers were generally as complimentary as were 
the descriptions provided by younger children, and positive comments were 
given by 71 per cent of girls and 73 per cent of boys. 

Well, he's strict, but he's always quick to give a kind word. He'll make you work 
for things. (boy aged 15) 

A funny person. A caring person. I love him. (girl aged 15) 

He's a good bloke really. He's a top bloke. He understands. He's 62 years old 
but he understands because he knows he was once young too. So when I try to 
explain things to him he'll sit down and listen. He wants to try his hardest for me 
because he wants me to have a good life because he didn't have too good a life 
when he was young. He's a top bloke. He's grouse. (boy aged 15) 

Although most descriptions of fathers were positive, adolescents were 
more likely than younger children to be critical, and negative comments were 
given by 21 per cent of daughters and 24 per cent of sons. When descriptions 
were negative, they were often strong and pointed. 

Sort of overbearing. At times I don't like him, at other times I do. At times he's 
quite likeable as a person, at other times he's not too friendly. He tries to have 
his will with everyone, to wi~ in every argument. He's never wrong. (boy aged 
16) 

Doesn't like to tie himself down. Totally non-committal. Pretty scatty. ,Doesn't 
give money away too easily. Doesn't want to get involved. Just wants to go to the 
club and talk to his mates and drink. (boy aged 15) 
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As with adolescents' descriptions of mothers, many descriptions of fath
ers referred to the quality of communication that existed between child and 
parent. 

He's a lot of fun. We get on really well together. He doesn't complain about 
things. He enjoys being around with us. He helps me a lot. I can talk to him a 
lot. I consider him more as a friend than a father sometimes. (girl aged 15) 

He's very smart about most things. He's understanding and he can usually relate 
to us. He can always remember what it was like to be our age and he accepts a 
lot of the things we do. (girl aged 16) 

He's kind but he finds it hard to show it. He really loves us kids but sometimes 
he can't show it. He doesn't know how and he tends to show he loves us when 
he yells at us. It's hard . .. Half the time I can't work him out. (girl aged 15) 

Parental time and interest 

As noted above, parental support is a valuable resource for children. To 
explore the amount and types of support children receive, a series of questions 
was asked about their interactions with parents. 

Table 2.1 contains the percentage of children and adolescents who re
sponded 'yes a lot' to the question 'Does your mother (father) talk to you 
very much?' (Other response options were 'sometimes' and 'not very often'.) 
The great majority of sons and daughters at both age levels reported that their 
mothers talk to them often. The percentages for fathers were also high, but 
not as high as for mothers. Young boys were the exception and were about 
equally likely to report talking a lot with fathers and mothers. 

Table 2.1 Percentage of children responding positively to questions on 
parental time and Interest by age level and sex of child 

Question 

Talk to you much?3 Mother 
Father 

Interested in yoU?b Mother 
Father 

Satisfied with time?C Mother 
Father 

Satisfied with help?C Mother 
Father 

a Percentage responding 'yes, a lot'. 
b Percentage 'yes, very interested'. 
C Percentage responding 'yes, satisfied'. 

Primary school 

Boys Girls 
(n = 89) (n = 106) 

90 90 
88 70 
74 86 
57 70 
86 90 
62 47 
55 62 
55 55 

Secondary school 

Boys Girls 
(n = 96) (n = Ill)) 

93 97 
76 69 
75 84 
77 57 
85 91 
70 67 
61 72 
63 64 
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Children were also asked 'Is your mother (father) interested in the things 
you do?' with response options being 'yes, very interested', 'sometimes in
terested', and 'not very interested'. Table 2.1 contains the percentage of boys 
and girls at each level who responded 'yes, very interested'. For mothers, the 
percentages were high for all groups. For fathers, the percentages were also 
high, but generally not as high as those for mothers. Adolescent boys were 
the exception and were about equally likely to report a high level of interest 
from fathers and from mothers. 

Responses to the question, 'Does your mother (father) spend enough 
time with you?' also appear in Table 2.1. The percentage of children who 
reported that they were satisfied with the amount of time spent with their 
mothers was consistently high. Satisfaction with time spent with fathers was 
also generally high, but not as high as for mothers. Primary school girls, in 
particular, had a relatively low level of satisfaction with time spent with fathers. 

Children were also asked 'Are you satisfied with the amount of help 
you receive from your mother (father)?' The majority of children at both age 
levels reported satisfaction with the level of help received, and levels of 
satisfaction were similar for mothers and fathers. 

The data in Table 2.1 are consistent with children's open-ended des
criptions of parents in that a generally positive picture of parent-child relations 
emerges. However, positive responses tended to be more frequent for mothers 
than for fathers, and in a notable minority of families there was evidence of 
lack of involvement and neglect by the father. Although not reported in Table 
2.1, 13 per cent of all children said that their fathers did not talk to them very 
much and 11 per cent of children said that their fathers were not very interested 
in them (comparable figures for mothers were 2 per cent and 4 per cent). 
Significantly, about one third of children wished they had more time with 
their fathers, but only about 10 per cent wished they had more time with their 
mothers. 

Goodnow and Burns (1985, p. 26) also found that children were more 
likely to wish for more time with fathers than mothers. In their study, this 
was because fathers were often seen as being unavailable. A similar conclusion 
is warranted for the present study. Children who said that they wished for 
more time with their fathers were asked, 'Why doesn't he spend more time 
with you?' The most common responses, for children at all levels, were that 
he worked too much (59%) or was simply too busy (32%). For example: 

I wish he spent more time 'cause when he works, sometimes he's late. When he's 
driving taxis he doesn't come back until about 12. (boy aged 9) 

'Cause of the noise in the house, he always goes to his friend's house and that. 
Sometimes he just goes to his shop and we never see him most of the time. (girl 
aged 8) 

Children were also asked what they would like to do if they had more 
time with their fathers. Common responses for children at both age levels 
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were playing games (61% primary, 36% secondary) and going out (28% 
primary, 42% secondary). Others simply said they just wanted to talk or be 
together (28% primary, 24% secondary). 

Play tennis, cards, and talk about what I did at school that day - things like that. 
(girl aged 8) 

Just to go out more often. I'd like to go shopping with him and I'd like to teach 
him how to cook but he won't agree on that. (girl aged 8) 

To listen to things I might have to say - problems. To talk and care - things 
like that. (girl aged 15) 

Talk. Just to be friends. (boy aged 16) 

Help from parents 

Table 2.2 contains children's responses to a series of questions dealing with 
help from parents. Children were asked, 'Is your mother (father) able to help 
you with: 

1. homework; 
2. doing things around the house; 
3. sport; 
4. personal problems?' 

Response options were 'often', 'sometimes', and 'never'. In relation to help 
with homework, the percentage of children who responded 'often' for mothers 
was relatively high for young children but low for adolescents - particularly 
boys. On the other hand, the level of help reported from fathers changed 
little with children's age or sex. This trend suggests that maternal help with 
school work decreases as children get older, while paternal help remains 
constant. Although the reason for this is unclear, it may reflect the fact that 
women tend to be less well educated than men and, hence, may find it 
increasingly difficult to provide assistance with homework as children advance 
through secondary school. 

In relation to help around the house, regular assistance from mothers 
was reported about as frequently by primary school boys as by primary school 
girls. Young boys, however, were more likely than young girls to report help 
from fathers. Among adolescents, girls were more likely than boys to report 
regular assistance from mothers while boys were more likely than girls to 
report regular assistance from fathers. This trend for same-sex parent-child 
helping, especially during adolescence, probably reflects the fact that many 
household activities are sex-typed. In other words, mothers help their daugh
ters to bake cakes and do the washing and fathers help their sons to work on 
cars and mow lawns. 
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Table 2.2 Percentage of children receiving help 'often' from parents In 
four areas by age level and sex of child 

Question 

Help with schoolwork? 

Help around the house? 

Help with sports? 

Help with personal 
problems? 

Mother 
Father 

Mother 
Father 

Mother 
Father 
Mother 
Father 

Primary school 

Boys Girls 
(n = 89) (n = 106) 

64 54 
39 38 
38 32 
37 15 
16 10 
31 24 
42 51 
25 14 

Secondary school 

Boys Girls 
(n = 96) (n = 111) 

19 38 
33 34 
27 43 
44 15 
7 11 

25 22 
29 56 
17 10 

Helping with sports appeared to be more typical of fathers than mothers 
for boys and girls in both age groups. Indeed, daughters were about as likely 
to report receiving help from fathers with sports as were sons. This trend is 
encouraging, and suggests that many fathers are not only interested in their 
sons' sporting achievements, but in the sporting achievements of their daugh
ters as well. 

In contrast, providing help with personal problems appeared to be more 
typical of mothers than fathers for boys and girls at both age levels. Again, 
there was a trend towards same-sex helping, with more boys than girls re
porting assistance from fathers and more girls than boys reporting assistance 
from mothers. Overall,' however, it appears that children of both sexes pri
marily received help with sport from fathers and help with personal problems 
from mothers. 

Parents as special family members 

Questions were also asked to determine if there were special people in the 
family children played games with, spent time with, talked to, went to for 
help, and were most similar to. Responses to the question, 'Do you play 
games with anyone in the family?' are presented in Table 2.3 (probes were 
included to see if parents participated). There was a slight trend for boys to 
report playing games more often with fathers than mothers, a finding that is 
consistent with the trend noted earlier for fathers to be described in playmate 
roles. 

Responses to the question, 'Which person in the family do you spend 
the most time with?' are also in Table 2.3. In all age and sex groups, mothers 
were mentioned more frequently than fathers. This tendency for children to 
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spend more time with their mothers than with their fathers was noted in a 
previous Australian study by Riach (1983) and probably reflects the fact that 
mothers are more likely than fathers not to be in the workforce. There was 
also a same-sex trend, with girls mentioning mothers more often than boys 
did. 

Table 2.3 Percentage of children mentioning mothers or fathers In 
response to questions on special family members by age 
level and sex of child 

Question Primary school Secondary school 

Boys Girls Boys Girls 
(n = 89) (n = 106) (n = 96) (n = 111) 

Plays games with you Mother 23 27 17 27 
often? Father 35 28 24 27 

Who in family do you Mother 32 41 34 53 
spend most time with? Father 12 8 14 8 

Favourite person to have Mother 22 32 21 44 
talks with in family? Father 25 7 19 6 

Who do you tel1 in family Mother 76 83 58 64 
if real1y worried? Father 59 48 23 15 

Person in family you act Mother 18 25 17 43 
like most? Father 22 25 49 29 

When asked what they did together, children mainly mentioned talking, 
playing games, going out, working, and watching television. 

Mum mainly. We make desserts for after tea and sometimes we make stews together 
for tea. We go shopping together because 1 always remember things and she 
doesn't. (girl aged 9) 

Dad. We wash the car. When Mummy's out doing shopping we clean the car, 
clean our rooms, do the budgies, clean the pool. (girl aged 8) 

Mum. Either sitting at home or talking. Or if 1 play sport on Saturday she might 
come out and watch. Sometimes we might go to a film. (boy aged 15) 

Table 2.3 also contains responses to the question, 'Is there a person in 
your family you most like to have talks with?' If yes, who is it? Boys at both 
age levels were about equally likely to mention mothers and fathers; however, 
fathers were rarely mentioned by girls at either age level. In fact, girls were 
inore likely to mention siblings than to mention their fathers (see Chapter 3). 
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When asked 'What sorts of things do you talk about?' , common responses 
for children at all ages were school, friends, problems, and general interests. 
Twenty per cent of children simply said 'everything'. 

My mum. We talk about the sky, we talk about nature - the colours we like. 
(girl aged 9) 

Mum. Not the actual things but how they affect me. Especially if I'm depressed 
or she's depressed we talk about it and see what we think and if we can give any 
advice. (girl aged 14) 

Mum. Talk about life, boys, girl problems - that sort of thing. (girl aged 16) 

Dad. When there's a new thing that popped up in my life, dad discusses it with 
me. Well, I've never had a girlfriend before and he talks to me about that. (boy 
aged 15) 

Another question in this series was, 'If something was really worrying 
you, who would you tell?' Children were allowed to list up to three people, 
so the percentages reported in Table 2.3 can add to more than 100. Boys and 
girls at both age levels mentioned mothers more often than fathers. The 
difference was least pronounced among primary school boys and most pro
nounced among secondary school girls. This is consistent with the finding 
noted above of children reporting less frequent help with personal problems 
from fathers than from mothers. 

Finally, children were asked, 'Which person in the family do you take 
after (are you most like)?' Among primary school children, boys and girls 
were about as likely to mention their mothers as they were to mention their 
fathers. Same-sex identification was more pronounced among adolescents 
than younger children, with boys mentioning fathers more often than mothers 
and girls mentioning mothers more often than fathers. This indicates a trend 
for children to identify more strongly with the same-sex parent as they grow 
older. 

Mum. She's Australian. She does things the way grandma taught her to do and 
I'm following her example. (girl aged 10) 

Dad. My dad's pretty smart - good with his hands. I'm following in that way 
too. (boy aged 15) 

Sources of conflict with parents 

To gain insight into sources of tension and conflict between children and 
parents, two open-ended questions were asked. The first was, 'What makes 
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your parents angry with you?' Multiple responses were recorded and cate
gorised on the basis of commonly recurring themes. The most frequent cat
egory of response for children at both age levels referred to 'disobeying 
parents' (66% primary, 61 % secondary). 'Fighting with brothers and sisters' 
was commonly mentioned by primary school children (25%) but not by adol
escents (9%). Common responses for adolescents included 'not helping around 
the house' (17%), 'acting silly or outrageous' (12%) and 'giving backchat' 
(7%). Few differences in responses between boys and girls were apparent. 

When I go to my friend's house I stay too long there. Or I won't pick up all the 
toys left out in the back room. If I answer back - that's about all. (boy aged 9) 

When my sister and I fight or if we do something wrong or if we argue all the 
time over something. (girl aged 9) 

When I say 'so'. She says something and I say 'so'. She hates that. (girl aged 15) 

They get angry if I go somewhere or do something that I'm not supposed to do 
and they find out. That kind of stuff. (boy aged 15) 

They get angry if I come home drunk sometimes or too late. They really get mad 
at that! And they get angry about some of my friends . . . Sometimes they get 
angry about the way I don't appreciate this school because they're forking out so 
much money for it. (boy aged 16) 

The second question was, 'What makes you angry with your parents?' 
'Nothing' was a common response of primary school children (21 %) but not 
of adolescents (2%), indicating that adolescents were aware of more sources 
of tension than were younger children. Common responses for children at 
both age levels were 'parents being unfair or unreasonable' (15% primary, 
32% secondary), 'not being allowed out' (15% primary, 28% secondary), and 
'parents being too strict' (15% primary, 9% secondary). 'Fighting between 
parents' was mentioned by 8 per cent of children overall. 

Sometimes when mum growls at me and I think she growled at me for nothing, 
I get angry. (girl aged 9) 

When they won't let me do something that I really want to do. Like I wanted to 
learn the clarinet and the french horn and the kettle drums, but they wouldn't let 
me. (girl aged 9) 

If she doesn't let me go out somewhere. Like last summer it was hot and she didn't 
let me go to the beach. She's just too overprotective. (girl aged 15) 

Adolescents, in particular, reported that they get angry when parents 
don't listen to them or take their views seriously. Many mentioned that their 
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parents sometimes are not interested in what they have to say or don't want 
to hear their reasons for doing things. They report great frustration when 
parents ignore them or 'treat them like babies'. In general, 'parents lacking 
understanding' was mentioned by 19 per cent of adolescents but by only 4 per 
cent of younger children. 

When I'm trying to explain something to them that's serious, dad will smile and 
joke. I don't like that . .. mum doesn't totally listen. She'll go on doing something 
else and I have to raise my voice to get her to listen. (boy aged 15) 

If for some reason they don't understand what I'm trying to say. Like I might 
have a problem that's not easy to talk about and I try to do the best I can but they 
just won't - can't understand it and I get really mad and frustrated. (girl aged 
15) 

They don't understand me sometimes. I want to do something and they think I'm 
too young. They just treat me like an infant sometimes. (boy aged 15) 

Summary of parental support . 

Most children describe their parents in positive terms and see them as im
portant sources of emotional support and companionship. In the majority of 
families children talk with their parents frequently, believe their parents are 
interested in the things they do, receive help from parents, and are satisfied 
with the amount of time and help they receive. Mothers are more highly 
involved with children than fathers are, a finding that is consistent with other 
Australian studies of primary school children (Goodnow and Burns, 1985) 
and adolescents (Connell et ai., 1957; Edgar, 1974a). However, levels of 
involvement for both parents are generally high in absolute terms. 

Although both parents are sources of support for children, the types of 
support each provides are somewhat different. For example, fathers are said 
to provide more help with sport and mothers are said to provide more help 
with personal problems. This difference between parents is consistent with 
previous studies showing that infants and young children primarily turn to 
fathers for play and mothers for comfort (Lamb, 1980). The present results, 
along with those of other Australian studies (Riach, 1983; Goldman and 
Goldman, 1983; Goodnow and Burns, 1985) indicate that this difference in 
parental roles persists even into middle childhood and adolescence. 

In addition, children appear to receive more support from the same-sex 
parent than from the opposite-sex parent, with this trend being more pro
nounced among adolescents than primary school children. Studies conducted 
in the United States (Weinraub, 1978) and in England (Argyle and Henderson, 
1985, Chapter 8) suggest that, even in this age of developing sexual equality 
and feminism, boys continue to look more towards their fathers for support 
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and guidance while girls continue to look more towards their mothers. In the 
present study, Australian children's responses also reveal a traditional view 
of parent-child relationships, a view that will probably please some readers 
and disappoint others. 

It is interesting that, in spite of the widely held notion of a generation 
gap, close relations with parents are reported by adolescents as well as by 
primary school children. For example, the majority of adolescents describe 
their parents in positive ways and perceive high levels of parental interest. 
It appears that parent-adolescent relationships have not changed a great deal, 
in this sense, since the Connell et al. (1957) study of Sydney adolescents. 
More recent Australian studies are in general agreement (Connell et aI., 1975; 
Edgar, 1974a; Krupinski, 1974). These findings are also consistent with over
seas studies showing that most adolescents feel close to their parents, respect 
their parents, share their parents' values, and frequently do things with their 
parents (Coleman, 1980; Conger, 1973; Rutter, 1979; Bengtson and Troll, 
1978). 

However, tension between children and parents is more apparent among 
adolescents than among primary school children, with adolescents frequently 
complaining that parents don't listen, are unreasonable, or are overprotective. 
This reflects the increasing desire for independence among adolescents and 
the largely unavoidable friction this produces in many families. Nevertheless, 
it is important to remember that this friction takes place within the context 
of generally positive parent-child relationships. 

The main disturbing element in this picture of parent-child relations is 
the evidence of father non-involvement and neglect in a significant minority 
of families. Many children and adolescents of both sexes feel that their fathers 
spend too much time at work and not enough time at home. These children 
are dissatisfied with the level of support they receive from their fathers and 
have a strong wish for greater father involvement. (The implications of this 
neglect for children's competence are considered in Chapter 4.), 

Children's accounts of parental control 

In addition to parental support, a second fundamental aspect of parent-child 
relations is parental control. To explore this topic in the present study, children 
were asked questions dealing with decision-making, punishment techniques, 
and the allocation of responsibility for household tasks. 

Parental decision-making 

In a series of five questions dealing with decision-making, children were asked, 
'Who mostly decides about: 
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1. what jobs you do and when they should be done; 
2. bedtimes;~ -----3. programs on television; 
4. if you can go out; 
5. which new clothes to buy?' 

The percentages of children who mentioned their mothers or fathers are 
presented in Table 2.4. (The percentages often add to more than 100 because 
children could nominate both mothers and fathers.) 

Table 2.4 Percentage of children reporting that decisions are made by 
mothers or fathers 

Type of decision Primary school Secondary school 

Boys Girls Boys Girls 
(n = 89) (n = 106) (n = 96) (n = 111) 

. Jobs done around the Mother 90 84 77 77 
house Father 62 46 57 40 

Bedtime Mother 66 80 36 43 
Father 44 31 23 22 

Television programs Mother 52 53 25 31 
Father 39 44 28 30 

Going out Mother 73 73 70 77 
Father 52 56 48 55 

Buying clothes Mother 94 89 57 51 
Father 11 9 0 2 

A number of trends are apparent from Table 2.4. Firstly, across most 
items and groups of children, mothers were said to make more decisions than 
fathers. Although this contradicts the belief that fathers are the major decision
makers in families, it is consistent with the finding noted earlier for children 
to spend more time with their mothers than with their fathers. Secondly, 
parental decision-making was more commonly reported by primary school 
children than by secondary school children. 'Going out' was the main excep
tion, with parental decision-making being as high among adolescents as it was 
among young children. Comparisons across the five areas indicate that adol
escents reported a relatively high level of autonomy in relation to decisions 
about bedtime and television programs. However, decisions about jobs, going 
out and, to a lesser extent, buying clothes were more often said to be made 
by parents than by adolescents. 

These results are broadly consistent with a study by Poole and Gelder 
(1984) who found that adolescents in Sydney reported a good deal of autonomy 
in decision-making. However, adolescents in their sample also valued the 
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opinions of their parents highly, indicating that parents still had considerable 
influence over adolescents' decisions. The combined results of both studies 
indicate that adolescents are neither allowed to run wild, nor are they dictated 
to by parents. Instead, decisions in most families are made on the basis of 
input from both parents and adolescents. 

Parental punishment 

Children were also asked a series of questions about punishment. The first 
was an open-ended question, 'What does your mother or father do if you are 
naughty (disobedient)?' Up to two responses per child were recorded. 

Among primary school children, the most common response was 'hit 
me' (54%), followed by 'send me to my room' (37%), and 'yell at me' (26%). 

If we did something bad we get a smack but if we did something not so bad we 
just go to our rooms. (girl aged 9) 

(mother) Normally she growls at us but if we do something twice she smacks us. 
(father) He gives us a great big yell always, but usually he doesn't smack us. (girl 
aged 8) 

They get angry and sometimes they chase me all around the house. (boy aged 7) 

The most common response of adolescents was 'yell at me' (46%), followed 
by 'discuss it' (23%) and 'stop me from seeing my friends' (15%). 

(Mum) might tell me off. If she puts up a good argument then she knows that 
I'll just take it. Depends on what it is. (Dad) tends to give you a little rap across 
the knuckles or says 'You're not going to get your pocket money,' which drives 
me right up the wall. (boy aged 15) 

Usually get a lecture and that's about it. Just talk to me for about a quarter of 
an hour saying what you should do and what you shouldn't do. Then they just 
forget about it because they know I probably won't do it again. (girl aged 15) 

Some adolescents (8%) reported that their parents still used physical 
punishment. Others remarked that their parents used physical punishment 
less often than in the past and currently relied more on discussion. 

Sometimes they give me a whack and say 'Go to your bedroom' or something 
like that. They sometimes tell me off. If I argue back my father says, 'That's 
enough' and I don't argue any more. I just go quiet. (girl aged 15) 

Usually she'll tell me off and dad will then tell me why I shouldn't have been bad 
and why I should have been good. Nothing really happens because they think 
I'm too old to be hit. (girl aged 16) 
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After this open-ended question, children were asked, 'If you are naughty 
(disobedient) does your mother (father) ever: 

1. send you to your room; 
2. stop you from seeing your friends; 
3. hit you; 
4. yell at you; 
5. make fun of you; 
6. tell you she (he) doesn't love you any more; 
7. stop you watching television?' 

The percentage of children reporting each form of punishment from mothers 
and fathers is presented in Table 2.5. 

Table 2.5 Percentage of children reporting the use of punishment 
methods by mothers and fathers 

Form of punishment Primary school Secondary school 

Boys Girls Boys Girls 
(n = 89) (n = 106) (n = 96) (n = 111) 

Yell at you Mother 94 96 86 84 
Father 78 82 69 64 

Hit you Mother 81 74 14 17 
Father 76 63 30 22 

Send you to your room Mother 81 71 33 17 
Father 66 51 22 17 

Stop you from watching Mother 60 63 53 48 
television Father 54 45 50 42 

Stop you from seeing Mother 53 39 10 21 
friends Father 39 20 12 21 

Make fun of you Mother 12 8 6 16 
Father 12 6 14 20 

Tell you they don't love Mother 6 2 6 4 
you Father 4 0 6 2 

Several trends are apparent from these data. Firstly, some forms of 
punishment were more commonly reported than others. Yelling was the most 
commonly reported parental reaction to disobedience, regardless of the age 
or sex of the child. On the other hand, making fun of children and telling 
them that they were not loved were relatively infrequently reported by all 
groups. Secondly, some forms of punishment declined with age. For example, 
being hit and sent to one's room were mentioned by the majority 'of primary 
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school children but by only a minority of secondary school children. This age 
difference probably reflects parental adjustments to the adolescent's growing 
maturity. On the other hand, parents may be reluctant to hit adolescents 
because, unlike younger children, adolescents might hit back. Thirdly, moth
ers were said to administer more forms of punishment, overall, than fathers. 
However, this was mainly true among primary school children. The relative 
increase in the proportion of punishment dispensed by fathers to adolescents 
probably reflects the fact that adolescents are bigger and stronger than younger 
children and, hence, are more difficult to punish. 

Parental strictness 

Another question relevant to parental control was, .'Is your mother (father) 
often, sometimes, or never very striCt?' Young children were slightly more 
likely than adolescents to say often in relation to their mother:s (20% versus 
12%, respectively) and theirfathers (20% versus 10%, respectively). Overall, 
children at both age levels were equally likely to attribute strictness to mothers 
and fathers, a finding that is consistent with the trend noted above for children 
to report receiving similar levels of punishment from both parents. 

Parents who are very strict may come to be feared by their children. 
Accordingly, children were asked, 'Are you ever afraid of your mother 
(father)?' Young children were more likely to report that they were sometimes 
afraid of their mothers than were adolescents (23 % versus 13 %, respectively). 
However, no age differences were apparent between young children and 
adolescents for fear of fathers (30% each). Overall, children at both age levels 
were more likely to report fear of fathers than fear of mothers. This suggests 
that, although children receive punishment from both parents, the punishment 
dispensed by fathers is more feared, and more aversive, than the punishment 
dispensed by mothers. As noted above, fathers were more likely than mothers 
to rely on physical punishment. A fear of fathers might also arise if children 
do not perceive that paternal punishment take places within a context of love 
and support. 

The findings that mothers make decisions about children more often 
than fathers, that mothers are as involved as fathers in the administration of 
punisbment, and that mothers are as strict as fathers, contradict the stereotype 
of fathers as family rule-makers and disciplinarians. It was also of interest, 
therefore, to see whether children had a clear perception of one parent or 
the other as the main authority figure in the family. Responses to the question, 
'Who is the boss in your house?' revealed a traditional view, with the father 
being nominated as 'the boss' by 54 per cent of primary school children and 
by 51 per cent of adolescents. Mothers were nominated by 16 per cent and 
28 per cent of primary and secondary school children respectively, suggesting 
that adolescents were slightly more likely than primary school children to 
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acknowledge their mothers' power in family affairs. Overall, however, fathers 
were perceived as having the final word in most families, even though they 
didn't do most of the disciplining. Interestingly, an egalitarian view was no 
more likely to be endorsed by adolescents than by younger children. 'No one' 
or 'both' were mentioned by 28 per cent and 21 per cent of primary school 
children and adolescents, respectively. 

Household responsibilities 

A final series of questions dealt with another component of parental control: 
the assigning of household responsibilities to children. Children were asked, 
'In your family, do children have regular set jobs?' Responses indicated that 
41 per cent of primary school children reported having regular jobs compared 
with one half of secondary school children. However, almost all of the re
maining children indicated that they frequently helped around the house when 
asked. Only 2 per cent of primary school children and 1 per cent of adolescents 
reported that they never helped around the house. These figures are similar 
to those reported by Goodnow and Burns (1985) who found that only 4 per 
cent of Australian primary school children reported no special jobs around 
the house. It appears that the allocation of household jobs to children exists 
in almost all families, although this is done formally in some families and 
informally in others. 

A list of 20 household tasks was then read to children and they were 
asked, 'Who in your family usually does the following things?' Children were 
allowed to nominate two people if responsibilities were usually shared. These 
results are presented in Table 2.6. 

For primary school boys and girls, the most commonly mentioned jobs 
were making beds, tidying up bedrooms, and setting the table. Tasks that 
were not done very often by children in this age group included cooking, 
fixing things, ironing, and washing clothes. Clear sex differences also emerged 
on some items. Primary school boys were more likely than girls to take out 
the garbage, work in the yard, mow the lawn, and wash the car. On the other 
hand, primary school girls were more likely than boys to sweep or vacuum 
and take care of younger children. 

Secondary school students generally reported a greater number of home 
responsibilities than did younger children. The majority of boys and girls in 
this age group tidied up their rooms, cleaned their rooms, and made their 
beds. Some tasks, however, such as shopping and washing clothes, were still 
rarely done. As was the case for primary school children, traditional sex 
differences emerged in the pattern of chores carried out. 

Most children think that helping around the house is a good thing. When 
asked, 'Should children help around the house?' a resounding 93 per cent of 
children said 'yes'. Children were also asked, 'Why do you think children 
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Table 2.6 Percentage of children reporting responsibility for carrying 
out 20 household tasks 

Household task Primary school Secondary school 

Boys Girls Boys Girls 
(n = 89) (n = 106) (n = 96) (n=Jll) 

Tidying up bedroom 48 65 69 87 
Cleaning bedroom 42 46 63 75 
Making the bed 55 65 65 91 
Changing the sheets 7 13 30 60 
Getting own lunch 13 9 30 43 
Setting or clearing the table 42 53 15 39 
Washing or drying the dishes 38 41 16 47 
Cooking 7 2 9 19 
Sweeping or vacuuming 11 26 6 23 
Shopping 5 10 3 7 
Taking out the garbage 32 7 44 8 
Mowing the lawn 16 2 65 14 
Working in the garden or yard 22 3 26 6 
Fixing things 8 1 40 1 
Washing clothes 2 5 4 10 
Ironing clothes 3 10 4 26 
Watering the indoor plants 16 23 5 20 
Feeding the pets 35 35 30 38 
Washing the car 33 12 44 18 
Taking care of young children 8 22 21 23 

should help at home?' The most common response for primary school children 
was 'parents need the help' (59%). 

Because parents can't do it all themselves. If it's a hard job then they need help. 
(boy aged 9) 

If children don't help, mum and dad could get sick or get a sore back from 
bending down and all that. (girl aged 9) 

Only a few primary school children saw housework as a family respon
sibility that all must share. 

If the house was in a mess your mum and dad couldn't clean it all by themselves. 
Because if you messed up the house you've got to clean it up yourself. It's not 
your mum's and dad's mess, it's yours. You should do it. (girl aged 9) 

Adolescents, like younger children, frequently stated that they did jobs 
around the house because their parents needed the help (58%). However, 
many acknowledged that helping around the house is part of one's obligation 
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as a family member. Some adolescents said they helped because 'you are part 
of the family' (19%), or because 'parents do things for you' (12%). Others 
noted that doing household jobs 'prepares you for later life' (15%) or 'develops 
responsibility' (11 %). 

You feel more a part of the family. You feel as if you've got more independence 
and not completely dependent. It makes it easier for the other people in the house. 
(girl aged 15) 

If you get pocket money you need to be able to work for it to learn that you don't 
just get everything. (boy aged 15) 

They've got to learn to do things for when they leave home themselves. They 
shouldn't leave everything to their parents. In my case my parents both work so 
I should let my parents have a rest. Also, it's sometimes hard for your parents 
to do all the things at home. Like mum used to say to me, 'I haven't got eight 
legs'! (girl aged 16) 

Summary of parental control 

In the majority of families, parents exercise a considerable degree of control 
over their primary school aged children. In line with their greater age and 
maturity .. adolescents report more autonomy than do younger children. How
ever, while adolescents are often given the freedom to choose television 
programs and their bedtimes, decisions about household jobs, going out, and 
buying clothes are still largely made by parents. This suggests a sharing of 
power between adolescents and their parents in most families, with both 
contributing to important decisions. A similar conclusion was drawn by Poole 
and Gelder (1984) in their study of Sydney adolescents. 

When children are disobedient, mothers and fathers resort primarily.to 
coercive forms of punishment. Yelling, hitting, confining to bedrooms, and 
restricting access to television are parental reactions commonly reported by 
primary school children. Hitting is less commonly mentioned by adolescents 
than by primary school children, as one would expect, given their relative 
maturity. Discussion as a parental response to misbehaviour is mentioned by 
some adolescents, but only by a minority. This tendency for parents to rely 
on 'giving a smack' rather than on discussion has been noted in earlier (Oeser 
and Hammond, 1954) as well as more recent Australian studies (Walker et 
aI., 1986), and is typical of parents in many other countries (Newson and 
Newson, 1976). This finding reveals a weak spot in Australian parenting. As 
noted earlier in this chapter, coercive punishments have less desirable con
sequences for children than do induction-based techniques and are generally 
less effective in the long run. 

In spite of the common stereotype of fathers as disciplinarians, mothers 
are seen by children as being just as likely to be strict and to administer 
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punishments. A similar trend was noted in the early Connell et aL (1957) 
study of Sydney youth. Mothers also appear to be more likely than fathers 
to make day-to-day decisions about their children. On this basis it might be 
argued that mothers are the real authority figures in contemporary Australian 
families. However, when asked directly, most children at both age levels say 
their fathers, rather than their mothers, are the bosses. Children may simply 
be reflecting common stereotypes when they say this. On the other hand, 
although fathers are less involved than mothers in everyday child-rearing 
tasks, they may still retain the final say in matters of control and discipline. 

Consistent with the research of Goodnow and Burns (1985), almost all 
children have major responsibilities around the house, with looking after 
bedrooms and making beds being the most commonly performed chores. The 
allocation of household responsibilities follows a traditional sexual division 
of labour in most families, with boys being responsible for jobs such, as mowing 
the lawn and taking out the garbage and girls being responsible for jobs such 
as washing dishes and ironing. 

,Overall, children's accounts of parental support and control suggest that 
an authoritative style of parenting is common. Most children report that their 
parents provide a high level of support, exercise a good deal of control, and 
allocate responsibility for work around the house. A similar conclusion was 
reached by Ross (1984) in a study of parents in north Queensland. This 
conclusion is encouraging, for authoritative parenting has been found to be 
conducive to the development of competence in children. 

Implications 

Four points emerge from a consideration of the material in this chapter. These 
points are mainly relevant to parents, but they may also be of concern to 
practitioners who work with parents and children. 

Firstly, although the rejection of the stereotype of a generation gap 
should be good news to parents, many may continue to feel that their adol
escent children show little respect for them, reject their authority, or even 
dislike them. However, the present results indicate that the great majority 
of adolescents have positive views on their parents, even if they do not express 
these views often. Because of their need for autonomy, many adolescents are 
probably unwilling to tell their parents that they appreciate and love them 
- yet they readily admit these feelings when interviewed by an outsider. 
Parents who are able to keep this in mind may find that it is easier to deal 
with their adolescent children during the everyday conflicts that inevitably 
occur. 

Secondly, children's responses point to things that parents can do to 
minimise parent-adolescent tension. Many complained that their parents do 
not listen to what they have to say or take their views seriously. Parents should 
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realise that it takes only a few minutes of time to listen, but it can make a 
big difference to a young person who has something important to say. Listening 
and incorporating the views of adolescents into family decisions has benefits 
for parents as well. Previous research has shown that adolescents are not only 
happier, but more co-operative, when they are given a degree of input into 
family decision-making (Coleman, 1980). 

Thirdly, although a pattern of authoritative parenting is common in 
Australia, there are some disturbing elements in the picture. Many fathers 
appear to be uninvolved with their children, and many parents rely mainly 
on coercive forms of punishment, including hitting, to maintain control over 
their children. The implications of these two trends for children will emerge 
in more detail later in this book. For the time being, however, one can target 
them as likely intervention points for educational and therapeutic programs 
that aim to improve the quality of parenting in this country. 

Finally, there is a small proportion of families in which parent-child 
conflict is extreme. Researchers at the Australian Institute of Family Studies 
estimate, on the basis of all the data for each family in the study, that the 
proportion of families revealing pathological parent-child conflict - including 
cases of physical violence, abuse, or extreme animosity and expressions of 
hatred - is about 4 per cent. Of course, given that most disturbed families 
would have declined to participate in the study, this figure is certainly an 
underestimate. Nevertheless, even 4 per cent, when multiplied by the number 
of dependent children in Australia, suggests that large numbers are experi
encing debilitating levels of conflict. Clearly, the provision of support and 
therapy to children who are at risk must be a high government priority. 
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Sibling relationships, the marital 
relationship, and family cohesion 

Close and supportive relationships with parents constitute major resources 

for the developing child, but they are not the only family resources. The 

quality of family life is also reflected in relationships between children and 

their siblings, and between mothers and fathers. In addition, it is possible to 

describe family relations as a whole without reference to particular pairs of 

individuals. Accordingly, this chapter is divided into three sections. In the 

first, children's relationships with siblings are examined. The second section 

deals with the relationships between mothers and fathers. The third section 

considers the extent to which children are integrated into cohesive family 

groups, above and beyond their relationships with particular individuals. The 

guiding assumption of this chapter is that positive relations with siblings, the 

absence of conflict between parents, and a cohesive family environment rep

resent important interpersonal resources for children. 

Sibling relationships 

Many children spend as much time with their brothers and sisters as they do 

with their mothers and fathers. Yet the role of siblings in child development 

was largely neglected by researchers for decades. Since the mid-1970s, how

ever, researchers have become increasingly aware of the importance of siblings 

in children's lives, and research findings on this topic have begun to accumulate 

(see Lamb and Sutton-Smith, 1982, for examples). 

Studies have demonstrated that siblings serve as major resources for 

children in at least three ways. Firstly, older siblings often act as care givers 
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for younger children and provide both protection and nurturance. As a result, 
younger children can form strong emotional attachments to older siblings, 
much as they form attachments to parents (Bank and Kahn, 1982). Secondly, 
a good deal of positive interaction occurs between most siblings, both in 
recreational and work-related contexts (Abramovitch et aI., 1982; Bryant, 
1982). It is not surprising, therefore, to find that siblings are described as 
major sources of companionship and emotional support, not only by children, 
but by adults as well (Argyle and Henderson, 1985, Chapter 4; Cicirelli, 1982). 
Thirdly, younger children learn from older siblings, both through direct in
struction and through observation and imitation (Dunn, 1984). Correspond
ingly, older children benefit from playing the role of teacher to younger 
siblings (Zajonc and Markus, 1975; Zajonc et aI., 1979). Of course, com
monsense reminds us that sibling rivalry and conflict are common phenomena, 
and it is possible that poor-quality sibling relationships produce more problems 
than benefits for children. 

Do positive sibling relationships contribute to the psychological and . 
social growth of children? And do negative sibling relationships inhibit this 
growth? Dunn (1984), Edgar and Ochiltree (1982), and Lamb (1982) argued 
that siblings have important effects on the personalities and development of 
children, although the evidence they cited was largely indirect. Bell et al. 
(1985) found that adolescents who were high in social competence tended to 
describe their relationships with siblings - and parents - as being close. 
Bryant (1982) found that the quality of care giving by older siblings was 
positively associated with the social competence of primary school children, 
and many of these effects continued to be significant even when measures of 
the parent-child relationship were statistically controlled. Overall, previous 
findings on the effects of siblings are suggestive, yet surprisingly few studies 
have been conducted on this important topic - particularly in Australia. 

In the following section, descriptive data from the Children in Families 
study are presented dealing with children's sibling relationships. This material' 
includes a consideration of siblings as special family members, sources of 
conflict with siblings, children's descriptions of their relationships with siblings, 
and age and sex differences in the quality of sibling relationships. 

Siblings as special family members 

Children's responses to four questions dealing with their brothers and sisters 
appear in Table 3.1. In interpreting these responses, it should be kept in mind 
that 20 children had no brothers, 15 children had no sisters, and eight children 
had no brothers or sisters. Nevertheless, to maintain comparability with pre
vious tables, the percentages in Table 3.1 are based on all children, regardless 
of whether or not they had siblings. 



Sibling relationships, the marital relationship, and family cohesion 51 

Table 3.1 Percentage of children mentioning brothers or sisters in 
response to questions on special family members by child 
age level and sex 

Question Primary school Secondary school 

Boys Girls Boys Girls 
(n = 89) (n = 106) (n = 96) (n = 111) 

Who in family do you Brother 42 17 20 9 
spend most time with? Sister 13 18 11 18 

Favourite person to talk Brother 18 5 15 9 
with in family? Sister 0 15 17 20 

Who do you tell in family Brother 2 0 9 5 
if really worried? Sister 4 7 13 20 

Person in family you act Brother 13 2 11 5 
like most? Sister 2 4 2 4 

The first question was, 'Which person in the family do you spend the 
most time with?' Overall, brothers and sisters were mentioned frequently by 
children at both age levels, although the highest level of interaction occurred 
between primary school boys and their brothers. For most children there was 
a tendency to spend the most time with a sibling of the same rather than the 
opposite sex. A comparison of these figures with those from Table 2.3 indicates 
that, in spite of the importance of mothers and fathers, many children spend 
more time, overall, with siblings than with parents. 

Those children who mentioned a sibling as the person they typically 
spend the most time with were also asked, 'What do you and your sibling 
mostly do when you are together?' Playing games, working, talking, and 
watching television were the most common responses of both children and 
adolescents. 

My sister. We just go for walks and play dolls and go to the park and all those 
things. (girl aged 9) 

My brother. Sometimes we ride together, play tennis together, pr just play with 
his plane. (girl aged 9) 

My brothers. We're just like mates instead of brothers. (boy aged 15) 

My sister. Talk. Sometimes we go to people's houses. (girl aged 16) 

Children were also asked, 'Is there a person in your family you most 
like to have talks with?' Although no primary school boys mentioned their 
sisters, and few primary school girls mentioned their brothers, siblings were 
mentioned fairly often overall. There was a same-sex preference in all groups 
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except for adolescent boys. A comparison of these figures with those in Table 
2.3 indicates that siblings were only slightly less likely to be mentioned than 
were mothers or fathers. 

This question was supplemented with an open-ended question, 'What 
sorts of things do you talk about with your sibling?' A wide range of responses 
was received, although many children at both age levels simply said 
'everything' . 

My sister. Sometimes what we do at school, like excursions and things, and 
sometimes we talk after looking in magazines, like if she and I like boys and that. 
(girl aged 9) 

My older sister. Friends, boyfriends, hassles at school, and hassles at home. She 
often helps with study for exams and things like that. (girl aged 15) 

Table 3.1 also contains the percentage of children mentioning brothers 
and sisters in response to the question, 'If something was really worrying you, 
who would you tell?' Although many primary school children reported spend
ing time with and talking to siblings, few reported going to siblings for help 
with distressing problems. This suggests that, although siblings may be im
portant sources of affiliation, parents are seen as more powerful resources 
for solving problems (see Table 2.3). This trend was less apparent among 
adolescents, suggesting that, as children get older, siblings become more 
important as sources of assistance with personal problems. This is consistent 
with the notion that adolescents rely strongly on their peers for advice and 
emotional support. 

In all four groups of children, sisters were mentioned more often than 
brothers, although this difference was most pronounced among adolescent 
girls. This may be related to the fact that females tend to score higher than 
males on measures of empathy and consideration for others (Staub, 1979). 
Similarly, Argyle and Henderson (1985) have argued that females are gen
erally better than males at providing social support. For these reasons, sisters 
may be sought out more often than brothers for assistance with personal 
problems. 

Siblings were mentioned by only a minority of children in response to 
the question, 'Which person in the family do you take after (are you most 
like) in the way you act?' Siblings were mentioned more often by boys (who 
generally named their brothers) than by girls. A comparison with Table 2.3 
indicates that children were more likely to see a parent than a sibling as the 
person in the family to whom they were most similar. 

Overall, the pattern of responses in Table 3.1 indicates that siblings play 
important roles in the lives of many children. Although these figures are 
generally not as high as those for parents, they highlight the fact that parents 
are not the only significant family members in children's lives. 
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Conflict with siblings 

Siblings may be important members of the family, but it is well known that 
conflict between siblings is not uncommon. To gain insight into sources of 
tension between siblings, an open-ended question was asked: 'What sort of 
things start fights and arguments between you and your brothers and sisters?' 
Almost all children had some response to this question, indicating that fights 
and arguments between siblings were virtually universal. The most frequent 
sources of tension reported by primary school children were 'turn-taking' 
(38%), 'using things without asking' (35%), and 'teasing' (22%). 

When we use the same thing and she doesn't hurry up in the bathroom and I have 
to bang on the door and start punching her because she doesn't hurry up. She's 
in there for about an hour singing a song under the shower. (girl aged 9) 

We fight a lot. If she gets into my nail polish and breaks it. Like she used to get 
into all my makeup and break it all. She breaks my things and pinches me and 
hits me. (girl aged 9) 

When my sister starts teasing me or else I start teasing her she gets angry with me 
or else she starts bossing me around all the time. (girl aged 9) 

The pattern of responses was similar for adolescents. The most frequently 
reported causes of fights and arguments were turn-taking (31 %), using things 
without asking (27%), and teasing (27%). 

It irritates me when I want to use something of hers and she won't let me but she 
wants to use mine. I wouldn't let her use my computer but she just does it. (boy 
aged 15) 

He usually punches me up. Mum was always telling me to just punch him back 
and fight back. But he was always biggt;r than me. He always teases me. I used 
to cry and then he used to tease me about crying. (girl aged 15) 

A concern with violations of privacy, while not a major theme in the 
responses of younger children, was apparent in many adolescent responses. 

When the door's closed and they come in and go out without closing it. You sort 
of;get a bit annoyed if you're trying to study. People getting in the road if you're 
watching TV or walking in when you're undressed - just stupid little things. (girl 
aged 15) 

Very trivial. More to do with if you're in the bathroom and you don't want 
someone to barge in. Or if you don't want things touched in your room. (girl 
aged 15) . 
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Another possible source of conflict is the sharing of rooms by siblings. 
For this reason, children were asked if they had a room of their own or if 
they shared with a sibling. Fifty-nine per cent of primary school children and 
29 per cent of adolescents shared a room with a brother or sister, and in 
almost all cases this was a sibling of the same sex. Adolescents were more 
likely than younger children to have their own rooms, probably because of 
their greater need and desire for privacy and independence - as expressed 
in the above quotes. However, sharing a room appeared to be a cause of 
tension in only a minority of families. When asked, 'Do you mind sharing a 
room?' 72 per cent of primary school children and 58 per cent of adolescents 
responded 'no'. Not surprisingly, adolescents were more likely to resent shar
ing a room than were younger children. 

Children's descriptions of sibling relationships 

Children were asked, 'On the whole, how well do you get on with your 
brothers and sisters?' Responses were coded into the following categories: 
'get on very well', 'mostly get on', 'sometimes get on', 'mostly argue and 
fight', and 'don't have much to do with'. The percentage of children responding 
that they either get on very well or mostly get on was relatively high in both 
age groups: 72 per cent of primary school children and 90 per cent of adol
escents. Only 9 per cent of primary school children and 3 per cent of adol
escents said they mostly argue or fight or don't have much to do with their 
siblings. The following examples illustrate the range of children's comments. 

Pretty good, like normal brothers and sisters. (girl aged 9) 

We fight a lot, but I guess that's normal. (boy aged 15) 

Oh, all right now, but a year or two ago we used to have a fair few fights. Now 
we're sort of all right. We've grown up. (boy aged 15) 

Good. Sometimes you don't really like them, but I stick up for them if they're 
in trouble. (boy aged 15) 

Very well. People often comment to mum how odd we are because we don't 
quarrel like normal brothers and sisters. We get on very well. (girl aged 16) 

Children were also asked to describe their relationships with each brother 
and sister separately, and their responses were grouped using the same cate
gories described above. The results, combined across all siblings in the family 
(including a small number of step- and half-siblings), appear in Table 3.2. 
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Table 3.2 Children's descriptions of relationships with siblings 

Sibling rating Primary schoor Secondary schoor 

Boys Girls Boys Girls 
(n = 201) (n = 226) (n = 247) (n = 279) 

Get on very well 25 27 34 43 

Mostly get on 42 35 41 33 

Sometimes get on 20 27 12 12 

Mostly argue and fight 
Don't have much to do with 

10 

3 

9 

1 
9 6 

5 6 

Total 100 100 100 100 

a n refers to number of sibling relationships for which ratings were obtained. 

The distribution of responses in Table 3.2 indicates that, in spite of the 
day-to-day conflicts reported by children, most rated their relationships with 
siblings positively. However, a small number of children at both age levels 
reported poor relationships with siblings. The following responses illustrate 
the range of young children's comments about particular siblings. 

I'm happy when 1 play with her. (girl aged 8, speaking about older sister) 

Mostly I'm his friend. (girl aged 9, speaking about twin brother) 

Tony follows me everywhere and won't let me go. He always depends on me. 
(girl aged 8, speaking about younger brother) 

Really good because sometimes she brings me home lollies. Last year she brought 
me a pair. of sneakers - a new pair - and thongs. (boy aged 8, speaking about 
older sister) 

Not very well. She pulls hair and scratches. (girl aged 9, speaking about older 
sister) 

I'd like to turn her into a big blob and never see her again. (girl aged 9, speaking 
about younger sister) 

Adolescents were even more likely than younger children to look upon 
their relationships with siblings in a positive light. This suggests that, as 
children mature, they sort out their conflicts with siblings and grow closer. 

A few years ago we used to fight like cats and dogs, but as time went along we 
used to get on better. We get on well now. (boy aged 15, speaking about older 
brother) 
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We get along fine. We hardly fight at all. (girl aged 16, speaking about younger 
brother) 

Pretty good. He shouts me a can of beer sometimes and things like that. It's really 
good -like mates. (boy aged 15, speaking about older brother) 

Although adolescents' comments were mainly positive, they were also 
slightly more likely than younger children to describe their relationships with 
siblings in negative terms. In fact, when adolescents didn't get on well with 
their siblings, they were often scathing in their comments. 

I can't get along with her. She's a little brat sometimes. She's the youngest and 
she wants everything all the time. (girl aged 16, speaking about younger sister) 

I don't talk to her. Usually if we see each other we start having a screaming match, 
so I just keep away from her. (girl aged 16, speaking about older sister) 

Got a mind of her own. If she doesn't get what she wants you're her enemy. 
Throws tantrums. Threatened to kill me before. Threw a knife at me. She's weird. 
(girl aged 15, speaking about younger sister). 

Age and sex differences in sibling relationships 

A number of views are commonly expressed about siblings, including the 
beliefs that children get along better with siblings of the same sex than of the 
opposite sex, that closely spaced siblings fight more than siblings spaced widely 
apart, and that older children are jealous of the attention given to younger 
siblings. Accordingly, an attempt was made to see if age or sex differences 
in the quality of sibling relationships existed in the present data. 

Relationship ratings were examined in relation to the interviewed child's 
age level and sex, and the age level and sex of the sibling. This revealed that 
ratings were, on average, no higher for same-sex siblings than for opposite
sex siblings. There was also little evidence that the quality of sibling rela
tionships varied with the age gap between siblings. One clear finding, however, 
did emerge. Primary school children who had adult brothers or sisters (that 
is, who were at least 21 years old) consistently rated these relationships very 
positively. This trend is portrayed in Figure 3.1 where mean sibling ratings 
are presented by the age level of both the interviewed child and the sibling. 
For this purpose, ratings were scored: 4 = get on very well, 3 = mostly get 
on, 2 = sometimes get on, 1 = mostly argue and fight/don't have much to 
do with. (The last two categories were combined because they suggested 
different reactions to an essentially poor relationship.) 



Geton .4 
very well 

Mostly 3 
get on 

Sometimes 2 
get on 

Mostly argue 
and fight 
don't have much 

Figure 3.1 Mean ratings of the quality of sibling relationships by 
child age level and sibling age level 

Primary 
school 
boys and girls 

--------;f--_~ Secondary 
- school 

boys and girls 

to do with --..... ' ---..,..-----~-----_,_----__r-----_,_---
5 or less 6-10 11-15 

Age of sibling 

16-20 21 or more 
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The very positive relationships between primary school children and 
siblings over the age of 20 have several possible explanations. Firstly, by the 
time siblings have reached adulthood, most are probably mature enough not 
to be affected by sibling rivalries. Indeed, in families with large age gaps 
between children, young adults might relate to their younger brothers and 
sisters more as nurturant 'aunts and uncles' than as siblings. Most adult siblings 
may also have been living away from home, resulting in less tension and better 
relationships. To check on this possibility, the ratings for siblings aged 21 or 
older who were living away from home were compared with those for siblings 
aged 21 or older who were still living at home. However, the means were 
virtually identical for the two groups, indicating that relationships with older 
siblings were very positive regardless of where older siblings lived. 

Summary of sibling relationships 

Brothers and sisters are special family members for many children. Siblings 
are frequently the people in the family children spend the most time with, 
like most to talk with, go to for help with personal problems, and see them
selves as being most similar to. The positive thrust ofthese findings is consistent 
with Dunn (1984), who argued that middle childhood and adolescence are 
periods during which siblings are particularly close. The present results also 
indicate that, although the majority of siblings sometimes fight and have 
arguments, most get along well with their brothers and sisters most of the 
time. This finding is consistent with a study by Furman and Buhrmester (1985), 
who found that university students' ratings of conflict between siblings existed 
side-by-side with positive accounts of helping and affection. 

Although most relationships are described positively, adolescents claim 
to get along with their siblings better than primary school children do. On 
the other hand, a special relationship appears to exist between young children 
and their adult siblings. These relationships are almost always described pos
itively, suggesting that adult siblings are particularly important people in young 
children's lives. 

All in all, these findings suggest that siblings are potentially important 
resources for children. This hypothesis, however, has rarely been directly 
tested. For this reason, the implications of positive and negative sibling re
lationships for children's development of competence are addressed in Chapter 
4. The next section moves on to look at the quality of the relationship between 
parents. 

The marital relationship 

The marital relationship is the keystone of the family, and its effects on family 
life are pervasive. A close and happy relationship between parents is reflected 
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in a generally warm and supportive family climate. On the other hand, conflict 
between parents can lead to problems in other family relationships, resulting 
in a generally unsatisfactory family climate. 

Although it is difficult to estimate the number of married couples who 
live in relationships marred by high levels of conflict, they undoubtedly exist 
in large numbers. In 1982-83, marriage guidance agencies in Australia dealt 
with cases representing over 36 000 couples (Wolcott, 1985), but this figure 
does not include the large number of couples who used other community 
services or private counsellors. And of course, the majority of couples in 
conflict seek no assistance at all. Another source of information refers to 
cases of domestic violence - the worst manifestation of marital conflict. A 
Victorian study estimated that as many as 34 000 calls a year about domestic 
violence are received by police in Melbourne alone (Women's Policy Co
ordination Unit, Department of Premier and Cabinet, 1985). Perhaps the 
most telling statistics of all are those dealing with divorce. In 1985, over 38000 
couples were divorced in Australia, and it is currently estimated that about 
one marriage in three will end in divorce (McDonald, 1986). 

Because marital conflict is an issue of social concern, the focus in this 
section is on the presence or absence of overt conflict, rather than general 
marital (dis )satisfaction. 

Effects of marital conflict on children 

Fighting between parents is undoubtedly unpleasant for the majority of chil
dren. Its full implications, however, are more serious. Overt conflict between 
parents has been found to be associated with behaviour problems, low self
esteem, poor school achievement, and emotional maladjustment in children, 
both in Australia (Ochiltree and Amato, 1983) and overseas (Emery and 
O'Leary, 1984; Porter and O'Leary, 1980; Rutter, 1971). 

While marital discord is distressing to almost all children, some children 
appear to cope better with conflict than others. A number of studies indicate 
that interparental conflict has a greater effect on boys than on girls (Heth
erington et aI., 1979; Porter and O'Leary, 1980; Rutter, 1971; Wallerstein 
and Kelly, 1980). To account for this difference, Rutter (1971) suggested that 
boys may be more vulnerable than girls to many forms of psychological stress. 
However, a study by Cummings et al. (1984) found that when children were 
exposed to a simulated argument between adults, young girls were more 
visibly distressed than were young boys. Afterwards, however, boys responded 
more aggressively than girls did. This study suggests that girls as well as boys 
are negatively affected by conflict, but the ways in which they express their 
disturbed feelings differ. 

Age differences in reactions to conflict have also been noted, with some 
studies finding that older children cope better than younger children. Pre
sumably this is due to the ability of older children to rationally understand 
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events and to their many sources of support outside the family (Wallerstein 
and Kelly, 1980). 

For the sake of the children? 

It is well known that many parents stay together 'for the sake of the children' 
in spite of high levels of conflict in the home. However, a number of studies 
suggest that continuous marital conflict may be more detrimental to children 
in the long run than parental separation and divorce. Raschke and Raschke 
(1979) compared the self-esteem of children in one-parent, two-parent, and 
step-parent families and found no significant differences. However, children 
who perceived high levels of conflict between their parents had lower self
esteem than children who perceived low levels of conflict, regardless of family 
type. Hess and Camara (1979) studied divorced and intact families and found 
that information about family processes (such as parental harmony and the 
closeness of parent--child relationships) was more important in predicting 
children's social and work behaviour than was knowledge of family type. Most 
convincingly, Hetherington et al. (1982), in a longitudinal study, found that 
preschool children from recently separated families exhibited more behaviour 
and adjustment problems than did children in high conflict intact families. 
However, in the long run, children in divorced families revealed fewer prob
lems than did their counterparts in high conflict intact families. 

Supporting results appear in Australian research. In a study of primary 
school children, Cooper et al. (1983) found little difference in the self-esteem 
of children in cohesive one-parent families and cohesive two-parent families. 
However, interparental conflict and parent--child conflict were associated with 
low self-esteem among children, regardless of family type. Similarly, Ben
nington (1986a) found few differences in self-esteem between children from 
high-conflict intact families and recently separated families. However, in the 
combined sample, children who perceived the highest levels of conflict tended 
to have the lowest levels of self-esteem. 

Why conflict affects children 

Parents may feel that conflict is something that occurs between themselves 
and does not involve their children. But children are almost inevitably affected 
for two reasons. 

Firstly, fighting between parents has a negative impact on the general 
atmosphere of the family. High levels of conflict create an aversive home 
environment in which children experience stress, anxiety, unhappiness, and 
insecurity (Maccoby and Martin, 1983). Obviously, such an environment is 
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less than ideal for the optimal development of children. More subtly, many 
young children - because they are egocentric and have difficulty seeing events 
from any point of view other than their own - internalise family conflict and 
blame themselves for its occurrence (Wallerstein and Kelly, 1980). This is 
likely to result in feelings of guilt and self-deprecation, particularly if parents 
do not discuss events with children. 

Secondly, marital conflict can affect children if a negative relationship 
between parents 'spills over' and affects the parent-child relationship. In fact, 
a number of studies indicate that parent-child relationships tend to deteriorate 
in families marked by high levels of marital conflict (Hess and Camara, 1979; 
Hetherington et al., 1979; Wallerstein and Kelly, 1980). In an Australian 
study, Skevington (1982) found that 50 per cent of parents reported that they 
became irritable and short-tempered with their children when they were ex
periencing conflict with their spouses. Since good parent-child relationships 
are associated with high levels of general competence and adjustment, part 
of the effect of marital conflict on children could result from its negative effect 
on the parent-child relationship. 

The model presented in Chapter 1 also suggests that a poor parent-child 
relationship can also lead to, or exacerbate, conflict between parents. For 
example, conflict between parents might occur because one parent picks on 
a particular child or is seen as being too restrictive or permissive. Indeed, a 
good deal of research indicates that marital satisfaction declines when children 
are born, and reaches its lowest point when children are in the teenage years 
(e.g. Olson and McCubbin, 1983). This suggests that, in some cases, vicious 
circles can extend beyond the parent-child dyad to involve entire family 
systems. 

These considerations indicate that marital conflict is not only an im
portant social issue, but one that has many implications for children's lives. 
In the following section, descriptive data from the Children in Families study 
are presented dealing with children's accounts of conflict in their families. 

Children's perceptions of conflict between parents 

Children were asked two questions about the quality of their parents' rela
tionship. The first was, 'How do you think your parents get on with each 
other?' Response options were 'very well', 'fairly well', 'not very well', and 
'badly'. Forty-nine per cent of primary school children and 47 per cent of 
adolescents responded that their parents got on 'very well' together. Only 4 
per cent of primary school children and 9 per cent of adolescents reported 
that their parents got on 'not very well' or 'badly'. Thus, the majority of 
children at both age levels described their parents' relationship in positive 
terms. 
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When parents were seen as having a poor relationship, children tended 
to give more elaborate answers. The following comments provide examples 
of children's views on the subject. 

When I'm not around they get along fine, but when I'm around they get jealous 
of each other, because I'm the only kid. They always want my attention. (girl 
aged 15) 

Every now and then they'll have a really big argument. They're sort of growing 
apart. Like they don't go out so much any more. (boy aged 15) 

A disturbingly common theme in these comments was that of parental 
drinking, especially among fathers, as a cause of conflict. 

They get on all right except when dad comes home cranky and goes off his block 
sometimes. That's when he goes to the football and goes to the pub and drinks 
a lot of beer and then comes home. (boy aged 9) 

Sometimes when dad comes back from the pub, mum's real angry. And when 
dad's been out all day, mum's real angry. (girl aged 8) 

Say dad went to the pub to get a drink of wine and he had too much wine after 
work and then he came home, then he and mum don't get on very well. (girl aged 
8) 

1 don't think they get on very well . .. It's just that dad used to be an alcoholic 
- he still is - and mum gets really angry with him. When he's sober she can't 
separate that from when he's drunk. They talk and everything but its not really 
an affectionate relationship. They are detached. (boy aged 15) 

Usually good, but if dad's had afew beers that's when mum gets very edgy because 
she doesn't like the drink. He's usually in a happy mood after drinking. 1 don't 
think he realises mum gets upset really bad. When mum's upset 1 get upset. (girl 
aged 15) 

Children were also asked 'Most parents get angry or disagree with each 
other at times. How often do your parents get angry with one another or 
disagree?' (Response options were 'never', 'hardly ever', 'sometimes', and 
'often'.) 'Never' responses were given by 7 per cent of primary school children 
and 4 per cent of adolescents, indicating that almost all children were aware 
of at least occasional tension between parents. 'Hardly ever' was the most 
common response, and was given by 49 per cent of children and 42 per cent 
of adolescents, while 'often' was mentioned by 8 per cent of children and 19 
per cent of adolescents. 

Not surprisingly, children who said earlier that their parents didn't get 
along very well or got along badly were more likely than other children to 
report frequent fights between their parents. However, a number of children 
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who reported frequent fighting also reported that their parents got on fairly 
well- or even very well- rather than not very well or badly. This indicates 
that some children saw fighting between their parents as not necessarily re
flecting a bad relationship. Indeed, in some relatively close families fighting 
may be quite acceptable. 

In some families, however, the fighting was very serious indeed. 

Dad punched my mum once and gave her a big bruise on her leg. (boy aged 9) 

When dad doesn't drink he doesn't hit my mother, but when he does drink . .. 
(boy aged 9) 

Once dad tried to strangle mum with the hose. The second time he got the axe 
out and that was really terrible. (girl aged 15). 

As noted above, adolescents were more likely than younger children to 
report frequent fighting. This may have occurred for several reasons. As 
children get older and are perceived as being less vulnerable, parents may 
make fewer efforts to hide their arguments. In addition, adolescents are less 
egocentric and more perceptive than younger children, and may be more 
aware of conflict when it occurs. Another possibility is that the parents of 
adolescents, compared with the parents of primary school children, have been 
married longer and have more to disagree about. A related explanation is 
that adolescents themselves are more likely than younger children to be the 
cause of parental arguments - for example, in relation to questions of in
dependence and the amount of parental control to exercise. These reasons 
are not mutually exclusive, and each could be relevant for at least some 
families. 

Children s feelings about conflict 

Children were asked an open-ended question, 'How do you feel when your 
parents argue or fight?' Multiple responses were allowed and were coded into 
categories on the basis of commonly appearing themes. The great majority 
of responses by primary school children referred to feelings of sadness or 
general upset (35%). Nine per cent mentioned feeling worried - particularly 
that parents might split up - and another 7 per cent mentioned feelings of 
anger. These responses suggest, as noted above, that conflict can result in 
feelings of distress, insecurity, and unhappiness in the home environment. 
However, responses indicating distress appeared to be more typical of girls 
than of boys, a trend consistent with research noted above, finding girls to 
be more upset than boys by fighting between adults. 

Awful. Fee/like I want to stop it but I don't because they could go mad at me. 
(girl aged 9) 
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I feel that in the next minute they're going to say 'I'm breaking up,' but they don't. 
(girl aged 9) 

I feel really angry. I feel like bashing dad's head in because dad always starts 
them. (girl aged 9) 

I just go out, up to my bedroom and get an electronic game and turn it on full 
blast . .. because I don't like fights. I sort of feel sad that it all has to happen. 
Sometimes I get angry with myself and say it was my fault because mum and dad 
are getting angry. (girl aged 8) 

However, some children (7%) claimed to 'be unaffected by conflict and 
said that they didn't care. 

Sometimes feel a bit unhappy - wish they wouldn't do it - but sometimes I don't 
really mind. (girl aged 9) 

I feel like ignoring them. It's boring. (boy aged 10) 

It's nothing to do with me. I just go into the lounge room and read my book or 
something. (boy aged 8) 

As with primary school children, the most frequent feelings reported 
by adolescents were those of sadness or general upset (32%). Other adol
escents mentioned feelings of worry (19%) or anger (11 %). 

Hurt inside, but I don't let them see it. (girl aged 15) 

Bored, sick to death of it. Feel like leaving. (girl aged 16) 

I don't like it. I guess sort of worried a bit because they haven't been doing it all 
the time. They've only just started nagging at each other and I wish they'd stop 
- talk it over and just stop it. (girl aged 15) 

However, compared with younger children, adolescents were more likely 
to report acceptance of pareIltal fighting or a lack of concern: 16 per cent 
said they didn't care and another 14 per cent said that it didn't bother them 
because fighting is normal. As with the younger children, adolescent boys 
were more likely than adolescent girls to report that they didn't mind. 

It doesn't really worry me because I know they'll make up afterwards. (boy aged 
15) 

. All right. It's usually me they fight over. Mum will say, 'He should be able to do 
this,' and dad will say, 'No, he shouldn't.' That sort of thing. I enjoy it. I sit back 
and watch. (boy aged 16) 

.' '. 
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A number of children mentioned that they often became involved in 
their parents' fights. In some cases this appeared to be due to parents man
oeuvring children into the conflict to serve as allies. In other cases this seemed 
to be related to children's attempts to protect a particularly vulnerable parent 
(usually the mother) from the other parent. In families where this was a 
common pattern, children appeared to be quite unhappy. 

They always bring me in the middle. They always ask me for my opinion . .. 
I'm always in the middle. It drives me mad but I'm used to it. My brother just 
keeps out of it. (girl aged 15) 

f hate it. Mum can't stand up for herself very well. He always says she's wrong 
and he's right and I always try to stick up for her and he starts picking on me. 
(girl aged 16) 

I sort of feel sad that it all has to happen and sometimes I get angry with myself 
and say it was all my fault because dad and mum are getting angry because dad 
did something at mum and I started shouting at dad and mum started shouting 
at dad. (girl aged 15) 

Children's fears of parental separation 

Given the relatively high divorce rate in Australia during the last decade, 
most children in the present study probably had some degree of awareness 
of the prevalence of divorce. In the light of the fact that many children in the 
present study were aware of the existence of conflict between their own 
parents, it was of interest to see if any children were concerned that their 
own parents might some day separate. Accordingly, children in intact families 
were asked, 'Do you ever feel frightened that your parents might separate?' 

A surprising 48 per cent of primary school children and 32 per cent of 
adolescents said 'yes'. Those children who reported that their parents either 
did not get along very well or fought a lot were more likely than other children 
to report fears of separation. However, many children who did not report a 
poor relationship or frequent fighting between their parents also said that 
they were sometimes frightened. This indicates that many children were not 
only aware of the prevalence of divorce in the Australian community, but 
also realised that it could happen some day in their own families. 

Although adolescents were more likely than primary school children to 
report conflict between their parents, they were less likely to report fears of 
parental separation. This may be due to the fact that adolescents are able to 
understand that some tension is normal in all relationships and that parents 
are not likely to rush out and initiate a separation after every squabble. 
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Summary of marital conflict 

Although most children are aware that their parents sometimes fight, the 
majority believe that their parents get along well most ofthe time. Adolescents 
report more conflict between parents than primary school children do, sug
gesting that the parents of adolescents fight more often. However, it is also 
likely that adolescents are more aware than younger children of conflict when 
it occurs. 

Children who observe fighting between their parents strongly dislike it, 
and feelings of sadness, worry, and anger are common reactions. However, 
some children, mainly boys, claim that it doesn't really bother them or that 
they are used to it. Some adolescents say that it is difficult to remain neutral 
and uninvolved in their parents' fights - a situation that is particularly up
setting to them. Many find themselves dragged in to protect one particularly 
vulnerable parent from the other. When conflict between parents is common, 
the father's drinking is often cited as a cause - a finding that is disturbing, 
but not surprising, in a country like Australia. 

A dramatic finding was that nearly one-half of primary school children 
and about one-third of adolescents admit that they are sometimes frightened 
that their parents might divorce. This suggests that divorce is having an impact 
on many children in Australia today, and not merely on those whose parents 
actually separate and divorce. 

High levels of conflict between parents prevent children from using their 
families as safe and secure bases from which to explore the world. In Chapter 
4 the implications of marital conflict for child competence are addressed. In 
the next section, the integration of the child into a cohesive family unit is 
considered. 

Family cohesion 

Researchers working with a systems perspective have emphasised that the 
family has properties which are greater than the sum of its individual parts 
(Kantor and Lehr, 1975; Steger and Kotler, 1979; Walsh, 1982). This per
spective indicates that, in addition to studying the particular subsystems of 
the family, such as parent-child relationships, sibling relationships, and 
parent-parent relationships, it is necessary to look at the working of the family 
as a whole. Such an approach is consistent with research undertaken by social 
psychologists in identifying the properties of small groups as distinct from the 
properties of the individuals making up these groups (e.g. Scott and Scott, 
1981). 
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Family researchers have identified a number of dimensions along which 
family systems can be described. One dimension that is commonly referred 
to is family cohesion (sometimes referred to as integration or solidarity). This 
dimension has been included in studies conducted by Bell and Bell (1982), 
Hill (1949), Kunce and Priesmeyer (1985), Moos and Moos (1976, 1981), 
Olson and McCubbin (1983), Scott and Scott (1981), and Scott et al. (1985), 
and has been shown to be useful in both describing families and in predicting 
other aspects of family and individual functioning. Olson and McCubbin 
(1983) argued that cohesion is a particularly significant dimension, in that it 
incorporates a large number of concepts and theoretical perspectives, includ
ing emotional closeness, frequency of interaction, preference for within-group 
activities, mutual support, shared interests, common goals, and general 
interdependence. 

Family cohesi<;ln is usually viewed as a characteristic of 'healthy' or well
adjusted families. For example, Lewis et al. (1978) found that members of 
optimal as opposed to adequate families expressed more mutual respect and 
demonstrated a higher level of closeness to each other. Kunce and Priesmeyer 
(1985) found that adolescents who rated their families as being highly cohesive 
were generally satisfied with their family relationships. Bell and Bell (1982) 
found that well-functioning adolescents (high on ego-development, popular
ity, self-acceptance, and self-control) were more likely than poorly functioning 
adolescents to come from cohesive families. On the other hand, low levels 
of family cohesion have been found to be associated with behaviour pro~lems 
in children such as aggression and learning deficits (Moos and Moos, 1981). 
In an Australian study, Scott et al. (1985) found that children who rated their 
families as being high on solidarity tended to have high self-esteem and a low 
level of hostility. 

In summary, it appears that a cohesive home environment is associated 
with children's satisfaction, well-being, and development of competence. In 
the following section, descriptive data on family cohesion from the Children 
in Families study are presented. This includes material dealing with the fre
quency of joint family activities and children's feelings about family life in 
general. 

Children's reports of family activities and closeness 

Children were told, 'I am going to read you some descriptions of families and 
I want you to tell me if they are like your family often, sometimes, or never.' 
Table 3.3 contains the percentage of boys and girls at both age levels re
sponding'often' to each statement. 
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Table 3.3 Percentage of children at two age levels agreeing with 
statements about family activities 

Item Primary school Secondary school 

Boys Girls Boys Girls 
(n = 89) (n = 106) (n = 96) (n = Ill) 

I often go on outings with my family 20 35 26 20 
Our family often goes out as a group 36 57 31 22 
My family often visits other families 36 37 30 29 
We often play games together as a 

family 62 61 26 21 
We go to church together as a family 43 53 32 30 
We often stick together 50 56 54 50 
We often go our separate ways in my 

family 20 18 24 23 
Members of my family often yell and 

scream at one another 23 13 14 22 
I prefer to spend my spare time at 

home rather than away 51 43 41 37 
It feels good to be together as a family 

most of the time 38 37 37 34 
There is nothing about my family I 

would like to change 85 69 62 46 

Family activities 

The first five items dealt with family activities. In response to the statement, 
'I go on outings with my family,' about 25 per cent of children responded 
'often', and only 4 per cent responded 'never', with little difference between 
primary school children and adolescents. In response to a slightly different 
statement, 'Our family goes out as a group,' more primary school children 
than adolescents said 'often', but few children at either age level said 'never' 
(8% overall). A similar pattern was obtained for the statement, 'My family 
visits other families,' with slightly more primary school children than adol
escents reporting that they went visiting often. 

Not surprisingly, younger children were more likely to report playing 
games together as a family than were adolescents. However, only 25 per cent 
of adolescents (and 3 per cent of younger children) said 'never', indicating 
that the majority of children at both age levels played games with their families 
at least sometimes. In response to the statement, 'Do you ever go to church 
together with your family?' nearly half of primary school children agreed, 
compared with just less than one-third of adolescents. 
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These figures indicate that family activities, such as going on family 
outings, visiting other families, playing games, and going to church were 
common. However, adolescents were less likely to report doing these activities 
often than were primary school children. 

Family closeness 

In response to the statement, 'We all stick together,' slightly more than half 
the children at both age levels said 'often' and only 3 per cent responded 
'never'. This suggests strong perceptions of family solidarity among most 
children, regardless of age level. However, many children also had interests 
that were followed outside the family, and about 20 per cent of children at 
both age levels said 'often' in response to the statement, 'We all go our 
separate ways in my family.' Although not presented in the table, going one's 
separate way 'sometimes' was mentioned more often by adolescents than by 
primary school children, indicating a higher level of independence among 
older children. Finally, in response to the statement, 'Family members yell 
and scream at one another,' 18 per cent of children at both age levels responded 
'often' and 15 per cent responded never. The responses to these last three 
questions indicate that although most children 'stick together' with other 
family members, they also report some independence and a degree of tension 
within their families. 

Children were also asked, 'Where do you most like to spend your spare 
time generally, at home or not?' 'At home' responses were given by slightly 
more primary school children than adolescents. Interestingly, adolescents 
were no more likely than younger children to prefer being away from home; 
instead, they were more likely to report 'a bit of both'. Although a substantial 
minority of children preferred spending time away, time spent at home was 
still enjoyed - or preferred outright - by the majority of children. 

Another question in this series was, 'Are there any times when it feels 
really good to be together as a family?' 'Yes, all the time' or 'yes, most of 
the time' responses were given by about one-third of children overall, with 
little difference between younger children and adolescents. Completely neg
ative responses were rare and were only given by 4 per cent of children, 
indicating that the majority responded 'yes, sometimes'. Thus, most children 
stated that family life could feel good, but admitted - quite realistically -
that there were times when this was not the case. . 

As a follow-up to the questions on feeling good together as a family, 
children were asked to nominate the specific times that felt good. Primary 
school children most often mentioned family outings (45 % ), birthdays or 
holidays such as Christmas (18%), family vacations (11 %), or playing games 
together (10%). 

When we have fun together. Like if we go roller skating on Sunday at night-time 
it makes me feel happy. (girl aged 9) 
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When we're all together - birthdays and when we come home and everyone's 
at home. When we watch TV and we all have our own comments, it feels really 
good. (girl aged 9) 

On Saturdays and Sundays when everyone has the day off and we're all together. 
(boy aged 10) 

Secondary school children also mentioned holidays and birthdays (34 %), 
family outings (20%), and vacations (13%). 

Birthdays and Christmas when we're all {ogether. Just being together. (girl aged 
15) 

Around Christmas time and all happy occasions. When you see how all the other 
families are breaking up and all that. (boy aged 16) 

I like it on nights when it's cold and wet and windy outside and the whole family 
are in a warm room watching TV. (girl aged 16) 

When mum and I get the giggles together. I like going shopping and she makes 
fun of everything. (girl aged 16) 

Overall, the views of most children were positive. However, as noted 
above, some children reported that they rarely or never felt good being 
together with their families. Their responses often referred to high levels of 
family conflict or poor communication between family members. 

Not really. Sunday nights we used to have a family night but that got a bit dull 
and boring so we gave that up. Sometimes I'm forced to go on outings with my 
family. It's pretty boring and dad doesn't know where to go. He gets someone 
to navigate and he usually yells at them because he can't find his way around the 
place. Long boring trips. (boy aged 16) 

We hardly can be all together without an argument being brought up or without 
being picked on. I don't think we really have a decent get-together without some
body arguing. (girl aged 16) 

Finally, children were asked, 'Is there anything about your family you 
would like to change?' The majority of children said there was nothing they 
would like to change, although this response was given more often by younger 
than by older children. Adolescent girls were most likely of all to express a 
wish for change. Of those children who wanted a change, the largest group 
(40%) said that they either wanted less conflict in their families or that they 
wanted their families to be closer. 

I'd stop them growling all the time. . . And I'd like to srop my brother wrecking 
my toys and my mother to stop growling too. (girl aged 9) 
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Yes, I would try and bring them closer together, try and make us talk together 
and be closer together. (girl aged 9) 

Yes, I would change them. I would change how we live like. I would tell them 
to go and do what they want and be free and that. Because none of our family 
goes out a lot or does real good things. (girl aged 9) 

. Concerns about money, housing conditions, and living arrangements 
were also mentioned. 

I'd probably like it to be a bit easier on mum -like financially. (girl aged 15) 

Summary of family cohesion 

Family outings, visiting other families, and playing games together appear to 
be moderately common activities in most families. Most children say that they 
stick together with other family members, enjoy spending time at home, feel 
good - at least sometimes - being together, and wouldn't change anything 
about their families. However, children also indicate that they sometimes go 
their separate ways, that members of their families sometimes fight, and that 
there are times when it doesn't feel good to be together. Overall, the views 
of most children appear to be positive, but are tempered with the under
standing that families are less than perfect. A few families are marked by 
extremely low levels of interaction and minimal feelings of closeness, and in 
these cases children appear to derive little satisfaction from their families. 

Children's responses also reveal two apparently contradictory age trends. 
On the one hand, adolescents, compared with primary school children, are 
slightly less likely to do things with other family members, such as go out as 
a group, visit other families together, play' games, or go to church. On the 
other hand, adolescents are just as likely as primary school children to report 
that they stick together with other family members, that they like to spend 
time at home, and that family life feels good most of the time. These two 
trends indicate that although adolescents are probably less involved than 
primary school children with their families (because of greater contacts with 
peers and extra-family groups), they still hold generally positive views about 
their families. In other words, it is necessary to make a distinction between 
behaviour and feelings. Although adolescents do things with their families 
less often than younger children, their feelings of closeness to their families 
remain strong. These findings serve as a reminder that the amount of family 
interaction should not be confused with the quality of family interaction. 

Close and cohesive families provide a secure home base for children's 
development. In the next chapter, the implications of varying levels of family 
cohesion for children's competence are directly investigated. 
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Case studies 

Before concluding this chapter, case studies are presented that illustrate many 
of the family processes described in this and in the previous chapter. These 
cases represent naturally occurring variations in the quality of relations be
tween parent and child, child and sibling, parent and parent, and child and 
family. As such, they bring together - within single families - the trends 
and processes previously described in isolation. The first case is that of a well
functioning family in which all relationships appear to be mutually satisfying 
and growth-enhancing. The second case is that of a family with a mixture of 
some positive and some negative elements. These two cases are representative 
of most families in the sample. A rarer, but important, type of family is 
represented in the third case: a multiple problem family in which the child 
appears to be at developmental risk. Names of children, and in some cases 
minor details, have been changed to protect the anonymity of families. 

Gail 

Gail's mother described her marriage as 'very happy' and said that she and her 
husband hardly ever argued. She described her family life as relaxed, close, and 
co-operative, and said that she felt 'very close' to her daughter Gail. 

Gail, aged 9, described her mother by saying, 'She's nice. She does most 
of the things for my sister and me.' She also said that her mother was very 
interested in her and talked to her a lot. Gail described her father as 'nice,' but 
said that she would like to have more time with him. However, if something 
was worrying her she would probably go to her father first. Both of her parents 
set clear rules and allocated regular chores around the house to her. Gail said 
that her parents got along 'great' and hardly ever fought. Although Gail oc
casionally fought with her younger sister, most of the time they enjoyed playing 
together. The family often went on outings as a group and played games together. 
Gail said she felt good when she was with her family, and there was nothing 
about her family she wished to change. 

Although Gail was only an average student and was having some problems 
with reading, she liked school a lot. Her parents helped her with schoolwork 
and wanted her to go as far in school as she could. Gail had many friends, 
belonged to a club, and was active in sports. Her self-esteem was slightly above 
average. 

Gail's family was characterised by close and mutually supportive rela
tionships between all family members. She received both everyday assistance 
and emotional support from both parents, and the family environment was 
low in conflict and high in cohesion. Gail's family was richly endowed with 
interpersonal resources that Gail could call upon when necessary. As a result, 
Gail appeared to be developing into a secure, well-adjusted, and socially 
competent young person. 
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Mike's mother described her marriage as 'fairly happy' but reported sometimes 
fighting over money, the children, and sex. She said that her relationship with 
Mike was very close, but that Mike's relationship with his father was only 
somewhat close. Overall, she viewed her family life as well-organised, co-op
erative, and relaxed. 

Mike, aged 17, described his mother by saying, 'She's happy. Good per
sonality. She doesn't mind things that I do. She doesn't tell me off much.' He 
had a high opinion of her and said that she was good at 'caring for us'. He 
believed that she was interested in most of the things that he did and said that 
if he was worried about anything he would go to her first. Mike also had a good 
relationship with his sister, who was one year older, and they sometimes played 
tennis or went out to movies together. 

Mike's father worked long hours and did shift work. Consequently, he 
spent little time at home - at least when Mike was there. Mike described him 
by saying, 'He's a bit nervy, jumpy. Goes off at us at little things that just 
happen.' Later Mike said that his father often hit him when he was angry. 
According to Mike, his father was 'not really' interested in him, didn't spend 
much time with him, and never helped him with school work, sport, or personal 
problems. Mike wished his father would do things with him more often, like 
play billiards. All in all, however, Mike enjoyed his family life and didn't want 
to change anything about it. 

Mike belonged to a cricket club, but had to give that up when he took on 
a part-time job. He was in the middle of his class at school, but was planning 
on leaving after Year 11 to become a mechanic. He had had a few disciplinary 
problems at school, smoked regularly, and drank sometimes. His mother de
scribed him as 'a pleasant child. Sometimes irrational. Needs a lot of guidance.' 

Mike's home life was mainly happy, and he had excellent relationships 
with his mother and older sister. His relationship with his father, however, 
was problematic. Mike's father appeared to take little interest in him, was 
short-tempered, and often resorted to hitting as a form of discipline. Mike 
was nonchalant about his poor relationship with his father, yet he admitted 
that he wished his father would spend more time with him and help him more 
often. In spite of his father's lack of attention, Mike was coping well in most 
areas of life, and his self-esteem was average. However, he was exhibiting 
some behaviour problems at school, and his mother was worried that he wasn't . 
getting sufficient guidance. These problems may have been related to his 
father's lack of interest. 

Karen 

Karen's mother described her family life as 'always' tense and stressful. She 
described her marriage as 'not too happy' and reported fighting often over 
household chores, children, money, sex, and drinking. She said that her husband 
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'adores the children but hasn't any time for them ... He can't handle children 
and can't understand them growing up.' 

Karen, aged 16, stated that her parents got along 'terribly' and fought 
'every night'. She said that the fights make her angry: 'They're acting like two 
little children when they fight.' Furthermore, she said that it 'never' felt good 
to be together as a family. However, Karen also said that the fighting didn't 
worry her any more and that she was 'used to it'. Nevertheless, when asked if 
there was anything she would change about her family, Karen replied, 'Yes. To 
have my mum and dad really, really happy.' Karen was close to her mother, 
but not to her father. She described her father as 'aggressive. Nice but can't 
communicate properly so he lets it out by shouting.' Karen's father reacted to 
her growing desire for independence with strictness, calling her names, and 
hitting her. She and her father had little to do with each other, but that was fine 
as far as Karen was concerned. As she stated, 'He spends enough time with me 
now - too much.' Karen's 17-year-old sister - who she liked a lot - moved 
out the previous year because of the conflict. 

Karen didn't like school and, according to her mother, was often absent 
because of 'emotional' problems. Karen was well below average in reading 
ability and self-esteem. She appeared to have many friends, but her father 
disliked most of them, and they only served as a further source of conflict. 

Karen's family system was characterised by two major problems: conflict 
between the mother and father and conflict between the father and Karen. 
Karen reacted to her father's overly harsh discipline and attempts at control 
by rejecting him completely. However~ Karen had formed an alliance with 
her mother, and the two helped to support each other against the aggressive 
and unsympathetic father. Karen's other source of support in the family, her 
sister, had moved away and was less available. Overall, Karen's family life 
was marked by tension and unhappiness. Not surprisingly, she was exhibiting 
problems at school and in her emotional adjustment. 

. These case studies suggest that certain family processes tend to occur 
together. For example, problems in one relationship may cause or aggravate 
problems in other relationships. These case studies also suggest that the quality 
of the family environment is linked to children's development, with competent 
children tending to come from families with high levels of interpersonal re
sources. Although case studies are suggestive, trends identified in this way 
need to be verified with more rigorous methods. In the next chapter, the 
linkages between family processes and children's competence are drawn out 
in detail. 

Implications 

The prevalence of extreme marital conflict in the community is an issue of 
concern. Based on all the data, researchers from the Australian Institute of 
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Family Studies estimate that there was overt, excessive, and destructive con
flict between parents in about 5 per cent of the two-parent families in the 
present study. Of course, most families with high levels of conflict would have 
refused to participate in the study in the first place, so the real figure in the 
community is certainly higher than this. 

Optimists can take heart in the finding that 95 per cent of families in 
the present study did not reveal extreme conflict. Pessimists, on the other 
hand, will point out that 5 per cent, when multiplied by the number of families 
with dependent children in Australia, produces a figure of well over 100 000 
families - a very large number in absolute terms. Clearly, counselling facilities 
for married couples require continued government support. Current evalu
ations indicate that the majority of clients who attend marriage counselling 
are satisfied with the services provided and report positive outcomes in their 
relationships (Wolcott, 1985), so existing services appear to be doing some 
good. Research that is able to point to further ways in which existing services 
can be improved should be a high· priority: 

It is not surprising to find that most children react to parental fighting 
with feelings of sadness. It is perhaps more surprising to find that many 
children report becoming involved in conflict between their parents - a 
situation that children generally find to be distressing. Other reports of marital 
conflict (e.g. Wallerstein and Kelly, 1980) also indicate that parents frequently 
try to get their children to take sides. As generally noted by clinicians, forcing 
children to choose between parents is not only painful, but can lead to emo
tional problems and feelings of guilt that may last for years. Although difficult 
to keep in mind when feelings are running hot, parents should remember that 
involving children in marital arguments is a destructive and selfish practice. 
It is alsO' a practice that children will resent. 

Another common theme in cases of family conflict was that of alcohol 
abuse. It is widely known that Australians, particularly men, are heavy drink
ers by world standards. Social and psychiatric research in Australia has dem
onstrated the negative effects of alcoholism on the entire family. Specifically, 
heavy drinking on the part of fathers is associated with family violence, child 
abuse, desertion, depression in wives, and behaviour problems in children 
(Jensen, 1974; Stephens et aI., 1981). Given the magnitude of the problem, 
government policies that provide assistance to alcoholics and their families 
need to be a continuing priority. 

Finally, the fact that nearly one-half of primary school children in intact 
families say that they are sometimes afraid their parents will divorce gives 
one reason to pause. A moment's reflection reveals that even children from 
relatively conflict-free families probably have friends, relatives, or classmates 
whose parents have divorced. And, of course, there is also the media to 
provide examples of separation and divorce. Divorce, therefore, has become 
a fact of life for all children in Australia, regardless of family type, and it 
appears that the high rates of divorce have created a general environment in 
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which many children feel insecure about the long-term stability of their own 
families. On the one hand, this can be seen to reflect a realistic attitude on 
the part of children towards what are presently the hard facts of life. On the 
other hand, childhood may be a slightly less innocent, less carefree time now 

. than it was in the past when divorce was less common. 
Given that relatively high divorce rates are not going to go away, at least 

in the near future, two things can be done to lower the anxiety of children. 
Firstly, parents can make a point of assuring their children when arguments 
occur that the family is not going to break up. Secondly, the image of divorce 
in the eyes of the community - and in the eyes of children - can be changed. 

/ Research reviewed in Chapters 5 and 6 indicates that divorce, although un
pleasant, is not necessarily the end of the world, or even of family life. 
Replacing horror stories of broken homes (which scare children) with positive 
examples of children and families who have successfully coped with and 
adapted to divorce may help to relieve the anxiety of children who contem
plate, or face, the prospect of divorce within their own families. 
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Family processes and children's 
competence 

The material presented in Chapters 2 and 3 reveals a considerable degree of 
variation in children's family lives. Most children receive support and love 
from their mothers and fathers, but others experience parental neglect -
particularly from fathers. In the majority of families, children have close and 
mutually satisfying relationships with their brothers and sisters, but in other 
families siblings fight constantly. Parents in some families are seen by their 
children as warm and supportive towards one another, while parents in other 
families are seen as hostile - and sometimes violent. And although many 
children live in cohesive families where all members like each other and enjoy 
doing things together, others live in families marked by continuous discord 
and tension. These variations in family life reflect substantial differences in 
the interpersonal resources available to children. In this chapter the impli
cations of these differences for children's competence are examined. 

This chapter begins by describing the construction of measures of family 
processes based on children's reports. The construction of these measures 
allows a more detailed look at age and sex differences in children's experiences 
of family life. More importantly, these measures allow a central question to 
be addressed: what combination of family processes is associated with the 
maximum development of competence in children and adolescents? To answer 
this question, six measures of competence are introduced: reading ability, life 
skills, self-esteem, social competence, self-control, and independence. A 
multivariate analysis is then carried out that relates all family process variables 
to these forms of child competence. 

The reader should be warned that the material in this chapter is mainly 
statistical and analytical, and for this reason may be more difficult than the 
material presented in previous chapters. For this reason, brief explanations 
of statistical techniques are provided in Appendix 2. 

77 
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Measures of family processes 

Eleven measures of family processes were constructed from the questions 
described in Chapters 2 and 3. These are briefly described below, but the 
interested reader is referred to Appendix 3 for additional details. 

Parental support 

Two measures were constructed to reflect the extent to which children per
ceived their mothers and fathers as being available, helpful, and supportive. 
These measures, referred to as mother support and father support, were based 
on 12 questions for mothers and 12 corresponding questions for fathers de
scribed in Chapter 2. Items were added to produce total scores for both 
mothers and fathers. Children with high scores on these measures described 
their mothers (or fathers) in positive terms and reported high levels of maternal 
(or paternal) talking, interest, help with schoolwork, help around the house, 
help with sports, and help with personal problems. Children with high scores 
also reported playing games with their mothers (or fathers) and were likely 
to mention their mothers (or fathers) as the person in the family they spent 
the most time with, preferred to talk to, were most similar to, and went to 
with problems. 

Parental control 

Three measures were constructed to reflect the degree of control parents were 
said to exercise over their children. These were based on the five questions 
from Table 2.4: 'In your family, who mostly decides about: 

1. what jobs you do and when they should be done; 
2. your bedtime; 
3. programs you watch on television; 
4. if you can go out; 'and 
5. which new clothes to buy?' 

The five decision-making items were scored separately for each parent (e.g. 
o = mother usually does not make decision, 1 = mother usually makes 
decision) and were added, yielding scores for both mothers and fathers that 
ranged from 0 (no decisions usually made by parent) to 5 (all five decisions 
usually made by parent). These measures are referred to as mother control 
and father control. In addition, the items were scored and added to reflect 
the number of decisions made by children, This measure is referred to as child 
autonomy. 
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Parental punishment 

Measures of reported parental punishment were based on five pairs of items 

from Table 2.5: 'If you are naughty (disobedient) does your mother (father) 

ever: 

1. send you to your room; 
2. stop you from seeing your friends; 

3. hit you; 
4. yell at you; 
5. stop you from watching television?' 

These five punishments are all coercive, power-assertive forms of discipline 

that are quite different from forms of control based on love or reasoning 

(Gecas, 1979). Each item was scored dichotomously (0 = parent does not 

punish the child this way, 1 = parent does punish the child this way). The 

items were summed separately for each parent, yielding scores ranging from 

o (no punishments used by parent) to 5 (all five punishments used by parent). 

These are referred to as mother punishment and father punishment. 

Household responsibility 

To provide a measure of household responsibility, children's reports of the 

chores they performed regularly around the house were used. The 20 house

hold chores listed in Table 2.6 (making your bed, keeping your room clean, 

setting the table, doing the washing, taking out the garbage, etc.) were com

bined into a single score by adding the number of jobs reported by each child. 

Sibling relations 

Two sources of information were used to construct a measure of the quality 

of sibling relations. As described in Chapter 3, children were asked how well 

they got along with each of their siblings, and their comments were coded 

into four ordered categories: (4) get on very well, (3) mostly get on, (2) 

sometimes get on, and (1) mostly argue and fight/don't have much to do with 

(see Table 3.2). To create a general score for each child, ratings for all siblings 

were combined and the mean was computed. This was the first source of 

information. Children were also asked, as noted in Chapter 3, to describe 

their relationships with siblings overall, and these responses were coded into 

the same categories. This was the second source of information. Responses 

on the two sources correlated highly and were averaged to produce a summary 

measure of sibling relations. 
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Rlmily cohesion 

A measure of family cohesion was constructed from responses to 11 questions 
dealing with the frequency of joint family activities and children's feelings of 
closeness to their families (see Table 3.3). All items were scored 0 = never, 
1 = sometimes, 2 = often, and responses were added to produce a total score. 
Children who scored high on this measure reported that they often go out 
with family members, they often go out as a group, their family often visits 
other families, they often play games together as a family, they go to church 
with their families, family members rarely go their separate ways, family 
members rarely yell at one another, family members stick together, they 
prefer to spend time at home rather than away from home, and family life 
feels good all or most of the time. 

Marital conflict 

For children in intact and step-parent families, a measure of perceived marital 
conflict was constructed from responses to two questions described in Chapter 
3: 'How do you think your parents get on with each other?' (1 = very well, 
4 = not very well) and 'How often do your parents get angry with one another 
or disagree?' (1 = never, 4 = all the time). Children's responses to the two 
questions were summed to provide a total score. 

Age and sex differences in family processes 

The family process measures described above allow a number of interesting 
questions to be addressed. For example, what age and sex differences exist 
in children's perceptions and experiences of family life? Although this issue 
was dealt with in Chapters 2 and 3 on an item by item basis, the family process 
measures allow a more precise answer to this question. 

Means and standard deviations for all 11 family process variables were 
calculated for boys and girls at each age level. These can be viewed in Table 
4.1. To aid in the interpretation of results, a series of 2 x 2 analyses of 
variance were carried out, using each of the process measures as dependent 
variables and children's age level and sex as factors (see Appendix 2). Only 
those differences that were statistically significant (p < .05) are discussed 
below. 

Girls, overall, reported significantly more support from their mothers 
than boys did. This diff~rence was small among primary school children, but 
moderately large among adolescents. (The interaction between children's age 
and sex was significant.) Adolescent sons reported a particularly low level of 
maternal support, suggesting that sons - but not daughters - become less 



Family processes and children's competence 81 

reliant on their mothers as they get older. Adolescent girls, on the other hand, 
relied on their mothers for support just as much as did primary school girls, 
in fact more so. This suggests the emergence of a close bond. between many 
older daughters and their mothers. 

Table 4.1 Means and standard deviations for family process variables 
by child age level and sex 

Measure Primary school Secondary school 

Boys Girls Boys Girls 
(n = 89) (n = 106) (n = 96) (n = 111) 

Mother support it 1204 12.7 10.6 13.2 
(S) (3.3) (2.7) (3.6) (3.5) 

Father support it 11.8 10.9 10.1 8.9 
(S) (3.8) (4.0) (3.6) (4.2) 

Mother control it 3.6 3.6 2.5 2.8 
(S) (1.2) (1.1) (1.3) (lA) 

Father control it 2.0 1.8 1.5 1.5 
(S) (1.5) (1.3) (1.2) (1.1) 

Child autonomy it 0.2 0.2 1.6 1.3 
(S) (004) (0.6) (1.3) (1.1) 

Mother punishment it 3.9 3.5 2.1 2.1 
(S) (1.3) (1.2) (1.1) (1.3) 

Father punishment x 3.3 2.7 2.1 1.9 
(S) (1.5) (lA) (1.5) (1.5) 

Household responsibility x 4.5 4.6 6.0 6.7 
(S) (2.9) (2.8) (3.3) (2.8) 

Sibling relations it 2.8 2.7 3.0 3.1 
(S) (0.7) (0.8) (0.6) (0.7) 

Marital conflict it 4.0 3.9 4.2 4.5 
(S) (0.9) (1.1) (1.2) (1.6) 

Family cohesion it 11.2 12.2 9.6 9.1 
(S) (3.0) (3.5) (4.5) (4.5) 

Note: Numbers (n) vary as some variables are inappropriate to certain children. 

For fathers, sons at both age levels reported significantly more support 
than daughters did. This finding, and those noted above for mother support, 
are consistent with the trend described in Chapter 2 for children to report 
more support from parents of the same rather than the opposite sex. In 
addition, adolescents of both sexes reported significantly less paternal support 
than did younger children. This finding is, of course,consistent with the notion 
that adolescents are less dependent on parents than are younger children. 
However, these findings take on added poignancy when it is recalled that 
many children at both age levels wished for more time and help from their 
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fathers (see Table 2.1). The fact that about one-third of adolescents wished 
for more contact with their fathers suggests that it may be fathers who withdraw 
from their adolescent children, rather than adolescent children who withdraw 
from their fathers. 

In comparing mothers with fathers, both younger and older boys re
ported slightly less support from mothers than from fathers. In contrast, both 
younger and older girls reported considerably less support from fathers than 
from mothers. This suggests that regardless of children's ages, fathers - more 
so than mothers - discriminate between sons and daughters in the level of 
support they provide, at least as far as children are concerned. In other words, 
although fathers are less involved with their children than mothers are, when 
they are involved they give their support primarily to sons rather than 
daughters. 

As expected, levels of reported maternal and paternal control were 
significantly higher for primary school children than for adolescents. Corres
pondingly, child autonomy scores were significantly higher among adolescents 
than among primary school children. These differences simply reflect the fact 
that as children enter adolescence they are increasingly willing and able to 
make decisions for themselves. As noted in Chapter 2, mothers appeared to 
make a greater number of decisions than fathers did, regardless of children's 
age or sex. 

A similar pattern was evident for parental punishment. Younger children 
reported significantly higher levels of punishment from both mothers and 
fathers than did adolescents. This difference reflects the fact that as children 
grow older, coercive forms of parental punishment become less necessary and 
appropriate. In addition, sons reported significantly higher levels of paternal 
punishment than daughters did. A trend for boys to be punished more often 
than girls has been noted by other investigators (Newson and Newson, 1976) 
and is consistent with the notion that boys are more aggressive and display 
more behaviour problems than girls (Maccoby and Jacklin, 1974). It may be, 
then, that boys are punished more than girls because they misbehave more 
often. Alternatively, it may be that many parents are reluctant to use coercive 
forms of punishment on girls and that they prefer to resort to other forms of 
control, such as appeals to guilt. 

In line with their greater abilities, adolescents reported significantly 
more household responsibilities than did younger children. Although adol
escent girls appeared to have more household responsibilities than boys did, 
this difference was not significant. Of course, it is likely that the chores girls 
performed required more time and effort than the chores performed by boys 
(e.g. washing dishes every night as opposed to mowing the lawn once a week). 
Nevertheless, the absolute number of duties appeared to be fairly evenly 
balanced between sons and daughters. 

Children's descriptions of sibling relationships, as noted in Chapter 3, 
were significantly more positive among adolescents than among primary school 
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children. Overall, however, sibling relationships were mainly positive among 
all four groups of children. 

As noted in Chapter 3, adolescents reported higher levels of perceived 
conflict between parents than primary school children did. This trend reap
pears in Table 4.1 in the form of significantly higher scores for older than for 
younger children. Adolescents also reported significantly less family cohesion 
than did younger children. This finding probably reflects not only an increased 
awareness of parental discord, but also the increased independence of adol
escents from the family relative to younger children. 

Summary of age and sex differences 

These results indicate considerable differences between younger and older 
children in their reports of family processes. Compared with younger children, 
adolescents report less support from fathers, less control from both mothers 
and fathers, less punishment from both mothers and fathers, more household 
responsibilities, better relationships with siblings, more conflict between par
ents, and less family cohesion. These differences reflect the developmental 
stages of the two groups of children, with adolescents becoming increasingly 
autonomous and self-regulating, less dependent on parents, and capable of 
accepting responsibility. 

Differences between boys and girls were less apparent, and were mainly 
evident in the levels of support from the same- and opposite-sex parent. 

Multiple regression techniques (see Appendix 2) revealed that children's 
age level accounted for between 0.8 and 30.6 of the variance in the 11 family 
process measures, with a mean of 10.3 per cent. Sex of child accounted for 
between 0.02 and 5.3 of the variance in the 11 family process measures, with 
a mean of only 1.4 per cent. This demonstrates that, in terms of how children 
experienced family life, the differences between older and younger children 
were greater than the differences between boys and girls. A child's age is, 
therefore, a more powerful predictor of family experience than is a child's 
sex. 

Correlations between measures of family process 

An important question refers to the interconnections between family pro
cesses. Are these processes unrelated, or do they form patterns of some sort? 
To address this question, product-moment correlations were computed be
tween all family process variables. These appear in Table 4.2. Correlations 
above the diagonal are for primary school children and those below the 
diagonal are for secondary school children. Although the number of corre
lations is large, several notable trends are apparent. 



Table 4.2 Product-moment correlations between family process measures 

Mother 
support 
Father 
support 
Mother 
control 
Father 
control 
Child 
autonomy 
Mother 
punishment 

. Father 
punishment 
Household 
responsibility 
Sibling 
relations 

Marital 
conflict 

Family 
cohesion 

Mother 
support 

Father 
support 

(.65) .30c 

~ 

Mother 
control 

.05 (.74) -.04 

~ 

Father Child Mother 
control autonomy punish. 

-.13 -.01 

.13 -.lY .01 

Father Household Sibling 
punish. responsibility relation 

-.02 .OS .07 

.05 

Marital 
conflict 

-.06 

Family 
cohesion 

.2Sc 

.13 

.17a (.55) -.26c 

~ 
.10 -.05 -.03 .04 .07 

.20b (.64) - .25c 

c~ b -.50 (.61) -.20 

~ 

.04 -.12 .2Sc -.09 -.12 .01 .14 

.11 -.02 -.14 .04 

.10 .05 .11 -.30c (.59)~.35C .14 -.15a .03 .04 

-.03 .11 -.25c .46c (.70)~ .07 -.lSa .OS -.06 

.04 -.10 -.11 (.71) -.09 -.04 .24c 

.01 .07 -.11 .07 ~(.S9) -.2Sc .29c 

-.03 -.07 -.06 -.12 

.11 .01 .01 

.09 -.09 .12 -.lSa .07 .15a -.13 ~(.64) -.29c 

.05 -.03 -.03 -.32~(.66) 
a p < .05, two-tailed. 
bp < .01. 
e p < .001. 

Note: Primary school sample (maximum n = 195) above diagonal, secondary school sample (maximum n = 207) below diagonal. Numbers (n) vary 
as some variables are inappropriate for certain children. Reliability coefficients (alpha) are on the diagonal. 
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Similarity between mothers and fathers 

Among primary school children, mother support and father support were 
moderately associated, indicating that children who reported a close rela
tionship with one parent tended to report a close relationship with the other 
parent as well. However, the two parental support measures were not associ
ated among adolescents, indicating that when adolescents were close to one 
parent they were not necessarily close to the other. This may reflect a trend, 
with increasing age, for children to receive support from the same-sex rather 
than the opposite-sex parent (see Table 4.1). 

Maternal control and paternal control were negatively correlated among 
primary school children, suggesting that either the mother or the father tended 
to make decisions for the child, but not both. Earlier results indicated that 
it was usually the mother who acted in this capacity. However, among adol
escents, the two were weakly but positively correlated, indicating a tendency 
for both parents to either make many or few decisions for the child. Given 
that adolescents have more power than younger children, this may reflect a 
trend for mothers and fathers to present a 'united front' to adolescents when 
decisions are made. 

A different picture emerged for punishment. Maternal punishment and 
paternal punishment were moderately positively correlated among both pri
mary and secondary school children. In other words, children and adolescents 
who claimed that their mothers used coercive forms of punishment, such as 
hitting, also tended to claim that their fathers used coercive forms of punish
ment. This indicates a considerable degree of similarity between parents in 
the use of coercive forms of punishment (at least as reported by children). 
It would seem that most parents agree on the types of punishment they see 
as being suitable for their children. 

Relations between other processes 

Mother support was positively associated with mother control at both age 
levels, indicating that children who described their mothers as highly sup
portive also claimed that their mothers made many decisions as well. Father 
support was also positively associated with father control- particularly among 
adolescents - suggesting that supportive fathers also tended to make a good 
number of decisions for their children. As noted in Chapter 2, high parental 
support and high parental control are both characteristics of authoritative 
parenting, and it is encouraging to see the two occurring together in many 
families. 

Although high levels of parental decision-making often accompanied 
high levels of parental support, this was not generally true of parental pun
ishment. Instead, maternal and paternal punishment were not related to pa
rental support among children at either age level (except for a weak correlation 
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between paternal support and punishment among primary school children). 
This indicates that, according to children, coercive forms of punishment were 
equally likely to be used by supportive and non-supportive parents. In other 
words, even warm and supporting parents gave their kids a smack or yelled 
at them now and then. 

As expected, child autonomy correlated negatively with mother control 
and father control at both age levels, which simply indicates that the more 
decisions children made for themselves, the fewer the decisions that were 
made by parents. Child autonomy was also generally negatively associated 
with reports of punishment from mothers and fathers, suggesting that auton
omous children received minimal coercive punishment from parents. How
ever, among adolescents, autonomy was also negatively associated with 
mother support, father support, and family cohesion. Of course, highly in
dependent adolescents, by definition, should require relatively little support 
from their families. Nevertheless, the total pattern of correlations suggests 
that autonomous adolescents, for better or worse, are somewhat distant from 
their families. A high degree of adolescent autonomy, therefore, may come 
at the cost of a close and supportive home life. 

Children's reports of marital conflict were related to several dimensions 
of family life. Among primary school children, marital conflict was associated 
with low mother support, low mother control, poor sibling relations, and low 
family cohesion. And among adolescents, marital conflict was associated with 
low father support, low maternal control, and low family cohesion. The neg
ative correlations between conflict and the quality of relations with both 
parents and siblings suggests that conflict between parents spills over and 
affects other relationships in the family as well. These trends indicate, as 
suggested in Chapter 3, that marital conflict is associated with a general 
deterioration in the perceived quality of the family environment by children. 

Separate correlations for boys and girls (not presented in the table) 
revealed interesting differences in the correlates of marital conflict. Generally, 
among children at both age levels, perceived marital conflict was more strongly 
linked to negative aspects of family life among girls than boys. The reason 
for this is not clear, but it may reflect a tendency for girls to be more sensitive 
than boys to the quality of interpersonal relations. It might also mean that 
boys have more scope to 'escape' from the family and find external sources 
of support than girls do. 

Child competence measures 

As noted in Chapter 1, a central concept in the Children in Families study 
was that of child competence. Because of the breadth of this concept, a 
number of different aspects of competence were measured. These included 
reading ability, everyday life skills, self-esteem, social competence, self-con
trol, and independence. No claim is made to have covered the entire domain 
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of competence with these six measures; instead, the strategy was to measure 
a number of loosely correlated forms of competence and to search for con
sistency among the findings. This strategy is broadly consistent with calls made 
by Edgar (1974b), Henderson (1981), and Zill and Peterson (1982) to study 
family correlates of forms of child competence other than intellectual ability 
and academic achievement. Each form of competence, however, is important 
and worthy of study in its own right. The six measures of competence are 
described below. 

Reading ability 

Reading ability was chosen as a form of competence because it not only makes 
possible a child's progress through our system of education but is critical in 
everyday life as well. A Cloze reading test was administered in which students 
were required to fill in missing words in a passage so that a story made sense. 
Cloze was used as it includes a large number of language and reading related 
variables: semantic and syntactic knowledge, graphic cues, contextual cues, 
and the background knowledge of the student, all of which are part of reading 
ability (Hasegawa, 1980). 

Practical life skills 

Relatively little research attention has been given to non-academic forms of 
achievement. For this reason, a measure of children's knowledge and per
formance of everyday life skills was developed. Life skills can be defined as 
the practical abilities that are necessary to meet day-to-day needs. These 
abilities are different from the academic skills that are learned and applied 
in school settings. In contrast, practical life skills are rarely taught in our 
educational system and are mainly learned and exhibited, at least initially, 
in the home. The gradual acquisition of these skills during childhood and 
adolescence is necessary if a person is to live an autonomous and independent 
life as an adult (Zill and Peterson, 1982). 

The life skills measure consisted of 20 'items, including: 

• making your bed; 
• making a cup of tea or coffee; 
• using a washing machine; 
• using a saw; 
• ironing clothes; 
• using a telephone; 
• mowing a lawn; 
• sewing on a button; 
• replacing a light globe; and 
• travelling by public transport. 
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Parents were asked to indicate if their children knew how to do each activity 
and, if so, how frequently each was performed. Items were scored: (0) can't 
do, (1) can do, but never do, (2) rarely, (3) sometimes, and (4) often. Summary 
scores to reflect children's overall level of life-skills competence were com
puted by adding the five-point ratings for each item. (For a further discussion 
of this measure, see Amato and Ochiltree, 1986a.) 

Childrens self-concept scale 

Self-esteem is a fundamental aspect of the competent self (Smith, 1969) and 
is both a result of and a predictor of competent performance. Self-esteem is 
also a central component of psychological adjustment, with high self-esteem 
being associated with low levels of anxiety, good social relationships, and 
general emotional stability (Burns, 1979). 

The Piers-Harris Children's Self Concept Scale (CSCS) was selected, 
as it covers the two age groups of children involved in this study (Piers and 
Harris, 1969; Piers, 1977) and is widely used by researchers. It has also been 
reviewed favourably by Bentler (1971), and Robinson and Shaver (1973). The 
CSCS consists of 80 statements about the self to which the child responds 
using a 'yes' or 'no' format. Examples of items include 'I am a good person', 
'I am an important member of my family', 'It is usually my fault when some
thing goes wrong' and 'My family are disappointed in me'. Responses are 
scored in the direction of positive self-concept and summed to provide a total 
score that can be used as a global measure of self-esteem. Although designed 
for overseas children, the CS CS has been used by other Australian researchers 
(Cooper et aI., 1983; Collins et aI., 1985) and appears to be applicable to 
Australian children. (See Amato, 1984, for a detailed analysis.) 

Although some theorists have argued that self-esteem is made up of a 
number of independent dimensions (Burns, 1979), in the present study the 
various aspects of self-esteem measured by the Piers-Harris were highly cor
related. In other words, children did not appear to make sharp distinctions 
between their self-evaluations in different areas of life such as school, peers, 
and physical appearance. Instead, these different areas of evaluation appeared 
to merge into a general positive or negative attitude towards the self. There
fore, it was decided to use only the total score as a global measure of self
esteem and to refrain from using the subscales. 

Social competence 

Social competence was included because, throughout middle childhood and 
adolescence, social relationships outside the family become increasingly im
portant. Children and adolescents who are popular and socially skilled tend 
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to be emotionally well-adjusted, sensitive to the needs of others, low in 
anxiety, unaggressive, and co-operative (Hartup, 1970; Mussen, 1979). 

This measure, and the next, were based on parent ratings of children 
on 22 personality and behavioural characteristics (1 = not at all like, 2 = 
somewhat like, 3 = very much like) designed" to reflect aspects of general 
social competence and adjustment. Although parent ratings are subject to a 
degree of bias, they have also been found in a variety of previous studies to 
be related to the behaviour of children as observed and rated by others (e.g. 
Mash and Johnson, 1983). Items on this scale included 'friendly', '(not) timid, 
afraid of new situations', 'outgoing', 'confident with adults', 'confident at 
school', and '(not) alone too much'. This component appeared to distinguish 
children who were socially confident and comfortable around people from 
those children who lacked social confidence and tended to avoid people. (For 
additional detail on this scale, and the one below, see Amato and Ochiltree, 
in press a.) 

Self-control 

Self-control, or impulse control, refers to children's ability to regulate their 
actions and emotions. It reflects the extent to which children are well behaved 
and capable of exercising restraint as opposed to being poorly behaved and 
undercontrolled. Psychologists have generally seen children's mastery of self
control as being a major step in the organisation of behaviour into adult 
patterns (Maccoby, 1980, Chapter 5). The ability to inhibit movement, delay 
gratification, plan for the future, control anger and aggressive behaviour, 
tolerate frustration, concentrate for sustained periods of time, and think re
flectively rather than impulsively are all abilities that allow the developing 
child to achieve greater control over his or her social and physical environment. 

The measure was derived from the 22 parent ratings described above. 
Items on the self-control scale included 'restless, can't sit still', 'can't con
centrate or pay attention for long', 'cries a lot or has tantrums', 'fights a lot, 
bullies other children', 'disrupts the family', 'deliberately breaks things', and 
'has been a lot of trouble to bring up'. Because the items reflect low self
control, the scale was reversed so that high scores indicate high self-control. 

Independence 

Part of the job of growing up involves the acquisition of skills and attitudes 
necessary to look after oneself. Children and adolescents who are involved 
with peers, clubs, sports teams, part-time jobs, and extended family are likely 
to be more mature and adult-like in their behaviour than are children and . 
adolescents who are entirely home-bound. Bronfenbrenner (1979) argued that 
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development is enhanced when children are involved in relationships and joint 
activities with others in a variety of settings, especially with others who are 
more mature or experienced. Children under these circumstances must adapt 
to a variety of roles, people, tasks, and situations, thus increasing the scope 
and flexibility of both their cognitive abilities and social skills. 

In this study, independence was measured by a series of eight questions 
from the child's interview schedule dealing with activities outside the family. 
These questions included: 

1. whether or not the child had a part-time job; 
2 how often the child spent the night at a friend's house; 
3. whether or not the child had ever been on a holiday with friends without 

his or her family; and 
4. whether or not the child belonged to any clubs or organisations. 

All items were added to produce a total score. 

Relations between measures of competence 

To see how the six forms of competence were inter-related, product-moment 
correlations were computed between all measures. These correlations appear 
in Table 4.3 where they are presented separately for primary and secondary 
school children. 

Table 4.3 Intercorrelations between six competence measures 

Cloze reading 
Life skills 

Self-esteem 
Social competen::e 
Self-control 
Independence 

a p < .05, one-tailed. 
b p < .01. 
c P < .001. 

Cloze 
reading 

Life 
skills 

Self- Social Self-
esteem competence control Independence 

(.94) -.03 .26c .24c ADC .09 

.12a--(.Sl) .12a .1Sb .02 .1Sb 

-.02 .21b--(.92) ____ .13a .19b .07 

.10 .24c .20b (.75) .36c .23b 

.22b .OS .21b .32c ----(.74) .01 

.03 .20b .22b .25c .01 -------(.64) 

Note: Primary school children above diagonal (n = 195), secondary school children below diagonal 
(n = 207). Scale re liabilities for combined sample are on the diagonal. 
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The correlations for children at both age levels were generally positive, 
indicating that children who tended to be high (or low) in one form of com
petence also tended to be high (or low) in others. Among primary school 
children, the correlations ranged from -.03 to .41, with an average correlation 
of .20. Among adolescents, the correlations ranged from - .02 to .32, with 
an average correlation of .18. This pattern of correlations is broadly consistent 
with the notion that different measures of competence should be positively 
related (since they all reflect aspects of the competent self) but that the 
correlations should be weak (given that each measures a different dimension 
of competence). 

In addition, the correlations in Table 4.3 support the validity of many 
of the measures. For example, among children at both age levels, independ
ence was positively and significantly associated with life skills and social com
petence. This suggests that children who reported high levels of independent 
behaviour were better able to look after themselves and more confident arouhd 
people than were children who reported low levels of independent behaviour. 
Furthermore, the correlation between independence and self-esteem was low 
and non-significant among primary school children and moderate and signi
ficant among adolescents. This means that, among young children for whom 
independence is not very salient, independence was about as likely to be 
associated with low self-esteem as high self-esteem. However, among adol
escents - for whom independence is highly salient - independence was 
positively associated with self-esteem. 

Age and sex differences in competence 

Table 4.4 presents the means and standard deviations for the six competence 
measures broken down by children's age level and sex. To simplify the pres
entation of results here and in subsequent chapters, each scale was standar
dised to have a mean of 50 and a standard deviation of ten across the entire 
sample. However, because different versions of the reading test were given 
to primary and secondary school students, it was necessary to standardise 
these scores to have means of 50 and standard deviations of 10 within each 
age group. 

Generally, the pattern of means across age and sex groups tends to 
support the validity of the measures. On the reading test, girls scored higher 
than boys at both age levels, a trend that is consistent with most previous 
studies of reading achievement (Maccoby and Jacklin, 1974). Life skills re
vealed a strong age difference with adolescents scoring higher than primary 
school children - a finding that is consistent with commonsense. Self-esteem 
did not vary much by age or sex, although adolescent girls scored somewhat 
lower than the other three groups. Social competence did not vary much 
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Table4A Means and standard deviations tor competence measures 
by child age level and sex ot child 

Measure Primary school Secondary school 

Boys Girls Boys Girls 
(n = 89) (n = 106) (n = 96) (n = 111) 

Reading ability x 48.0 51.7 47.9 51.8 
(S) (10.7) (9.0) (11.8) (7.7) 

Life skills x 43.0 41.2 56.6 58.3 
(S) (7.1) (6.7) (5.7) (5.6) 

Self-esteem x 50.5 51.4 50.0 48.3 
(S) (9.9) (10.7) (9.3) (9.9) 

Social competence x 48.1 49.7 50.4 51.4 
(S) (11.5) (9.2) (9.9) (9.4) 

Self-control x 43.6 50.5 51.6 53.3 
(S) (12.4) (8.8) (7.0) (8.9) 

Independence x 46.5 45.8 52.5 54.6 
(S) (8.9) (8.5) (10.9) (8.6) 

across the four groups, although there was a weak trend for it to increase 
with age. However, boys scored lower than girls on self-control, with the 
difference being more pronounced among primary school children than among 
adolescents. This trend is consistent with current views on sex differences in 
the development of self-control (Maccoby, 1980). Finally, independence re
vealed a strong increase with age, a finding that is also consistent with 
commonsense. 

Multivariate analysis: family process and child 
competence 

In this section the 11 measures of family process described above are brought 
together to examine their joint association with the six competence variables. 
To determine the nature of the overall relation between family processes and 
forms of competence, canonical correlation was used. Canonical analysis is 
a technique that allows two sets of variables - in this case, family process 
variables and child competence variables - to be simultaneously related to 
each other (see Appendix 2). The analysis below was based on all cases for 
which complete data were available. 



Family processes and children's competence 93 

Analysis for primary school children 

Canonical correlations were computed between the 11 family process variables 
and the six competence variables separately for primary and secondary school 
children. The analysis for primary school children revealed an initial canonical 
correlation of .63 that was significant (p < .001), and a second canonical 
correlation of .57 that was also significant (p < .01). This indicated, overall, 
that family processes were significantly and moderately strongly related to 
forms of children's competence. Furthermore, it indicated that two dimensions 
were needed to represent the pattern of relations between family processes 
and child competence. It turned out, however, that while the first dimension 
was a general one, the second was mainly based on the correlation between 
a single family process and a single child competence variable. For this reason, 
most of the discussion below deals only with the first canonical variate. 

Table 4.5 reveals the nature of the overall relationship between family 
processes and child competence for primary school children. The figures in 
this table refer to the correlations of each family process and competence 
variable with the first general canonical variate. Process and competence 
variables that correlate highly with this variate help to define its meaning. 

Table 4.5 Correlations of family process and child competence 
variables with the first canonical variate: primary and 
secondary school children 

Measure Primary school Secondary school 
(n = 195) (n = 207) 

Family process 

Mother support .70 .34 
Father support .49 .25 
Household responsibility .33 .35 
Mother control .27 -.06 
Family cohesion .16 .34 
Marital conflict .08 -.08 
Sibling relations -.06 .62 
Father control -.08 -.55 
Child autonomy -.20 .21 
Mother punishment -.33 -.20 
Father punishment -.41 -.40 

Child competence 

Self-control .70 .67 
Self-esteem .54 .76 
Life skills .49 .28 
Social competence .40 .57 
Independence .08 .33 
Reading ability -.03 -.05 
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The correlations reveal a family environment characterised by high 
maternal support, high paternal support, high allocation of household re
sponsibility, high maternal control, low maternal punishment, and low pa
ternal punishment. Children who reported that their families had these 
characteristics tended to have high self-control, high self-esteem, high life 
skills, and high social competence. The interpretation of this pattern seems 
straightforward: parents who are warm and supportive, make a good number 
of maturity demands, and refrain from coercive punishment tend to have 
children who are generally competent. Although the present data do not allow 
conclusions to be drawn about who is affecting whom, reciprocal influences 
can be assumed. 

The high correlations for both mother support and father support in
dicate that children's reports of high-quality relationships with both mothers 
and fathers were assoCiated with generally high levels of competence. This 
provides support for the notion that close and supportive relationships with 
both parents are important resources in the development of competence. 
Examination of zero-order correlations (i.e. correlations involving only two 
variables at a time) between mother support, father support, and the child 
competence variables consistently bore out this conclusion. Furthermore, both 
mother support and father support were generally related to forms of com
petence among both boys and girls. 

Zero-order correlations (not presented here) also revealed that self
esteem and self-control were the forms of competence most strongly and 
consistently related to parental support. In relation to self-control, the reader 
may recall that this measure was based on items such as 'fights a lot', 'tells 
lies', 'deliberately breaks things', and 'disrupts the family'. These items sug
gest, from one point of view, that parents who exhibit low levels of interest, 
help, and affection lead children to become more demanding, attention-seek
ing, and disruptive. From a second point of view, it is likely that children 
who are difficult to raise, present behaviour problems, and are obnoxious 
lead parents to withdraw attention and affection. This pattern of mutually 
reinforcing parent and child behaviour has been noted by a number of in
vestigators (Bandura, 1973; Hetherington et aI., 1982; Patterson, 1976; Wall
erstein and Kelly, 1980). In relation to self-esteem, the results ~uggest that 
acceptance and high regard from parents leads to self-acceptance and a high 
regard for oneself (Coopersmith, 1967). Of course, confident and self-assured 
children are also likely to receive greater acceptance and support from parents. 

In addition to parental support, the canonical analysis indicated that the 
number of jobs children reported regularly carrying out around the house was 
positively associated with competence. Examination of zero-order correlations 
(not reported here) indicated that household responsibility was mainly related 
to life skills and self-esteem. Clearly, children who are allocated regular jobs 
around the home have a greater chance to develop everyday life skills - such 
as cooking and mowing a lawn - than do children who have no regular jobs. 
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On the other hand, highly competent children are probably more likely than 
incompetent children to be given responsibilities. In relation to self-esteem, 
its association with household responsibility indicates that doing one's share 
of work and being 'part of the team' may be a source of pride for children. 

Although the correlation for maternal control in the canonical analysis 
was weak, it suggested that a high level of maternal decision-making was 
somehow bound up with children's competence. Further examination of zero
order correlations confirmed that maternal control was significantly associated 
with one form of competence: children's self-esteem. The association of high 
maternal control with high self-esteem is consistent with Coopersmith's (1967) 
notion that firm parental control - at least by mothers - leads to feelings 
of self-worth. 

The canonical analysis also indicated that children who reported high 
levels of coercive punishment from both mothers and fathers were generally 
low in competence. Examination of zero-order correlations indicated that 
punishment was mainly associated with low self-esteem and low social com
petence. When parents treat children harshly, children may come to think of 
themselves as being bad or worthless. Also, high levels of punishment can 
make children withdrawn and quiet, and this may interfere with their success 
in dealing with others and in forming friendships (Maccoby and Martin, 1983). 

The second canonical variate (not presented in Table 4.5) revealed that 
a high level of reported marital conflict was associated with self-esteem in 
children. Zero-order correlations verified that conflict was significantly cor
related with low self-esteem, although it was not significantly related to any 
other form of competence. It was noted in Chapter 3 that young children, 
because they are egocentric, often internalise conflict between parents and 
tend to blame themselves for its occurrence. Therefore, a deterioration in a 
child's self-esteem would appear to be a likely outcome of living in a conflict
ridden family. 

However, correlations computed separately for each sex revealed that 
the association between conflict and low self-esteem was significant, negative, 
and strong for girls (r = - .58) but not for boys (r = .24). The reason for a 
sex difference in the effects of conflict is not clear. It may be that girls spend 
more time in the home than boys do and are exposed to more conflict. Girls 
may also be more sensitive than boys to the quality of interpersonal rela
tionships. As noted in Chapter 3, boys were more likely than girls to say that 
they didn't mind conflict between their parents. And, as noted earlier in this 
chapter, for girls conflict was associated with a general deterioration in the 
perceived quality of the family environment. Because these findings contradict 
a good deal of accumulated research on sex differences, they should be pursued 
further. (See Amato, in press a. for a more detailed discussion of this 
problem.) 

On the basis of the canonical analysis, it appeared that two family process 
variables - sibling relations and family cohesion - were not generally related 
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to child competence. Individual zero-order correlations revealed that the 
quality of sibling relations was indeed unrelated to any form of child com
petence. Family cohesion, however, revealed a significant association with 
self-esteem, providing some support for the notion that being integrated into 
a warm and closely knit family group facilitates feelings of self-worth. 

Analysis for adolescents 

The canonical analysis for adolescents revealed an initial canonical correlation 
of .57 that was significant (p < .01) and a second canonical correlation of 
.47 that did not achieve significance (p = .21). This indicated that, overall, 
the family processes and adolescent competence were significantly and mod
erately strongly associated, and that only one dimension was needed to ad
equately represent the pattern of relations. 

Table 4.5 reveals the overall relationship between the family process 
variables and the measures of adolescent competence. The canonical variate 
reflected a family environment characterised by high-quality sibling relation
ships, high allocation of household responsibility, high cohesion, high maternal 
support, high paternal support, low paternal punishment and low paternal 
control. Adolescents who described their families in these ways generally had 
high self-esteem, high self-control, high social competence, high independ
ence, and high life skills. 

These findings for adolescents are in certain ways similar to the findings 
obtained for primary school children. For example, reports of parental support 
were positively associated with a variety of forms of competence, although 
they appeared to be somewhat less important for adolescents than for younger 
children. Also, as was the case for primary school children, paternal punish
ment was negatively associated with most forms of competence. In addition, 
the allocation of regular duties to adolescents, as well as to younger children, 
was associated with high general competence. 

Some differences between adolescents and younger children in the family 
characteristics associated with general competence were also apparent. The 
major difference was in the importance of sibling relations. While the quality 
of sibling relations was essentially unrelated to the competence of primary 
school children, this was the dimension offamily process that was most strongly 
associated with the competence of adolescents. Zero-order correlations in
dicated that the quality of sibling relations was positively and significantly 
associated with self-esteem, social competence, self-control, and independ
ence. The finding that high-quality sibling relationships are generally associ
ated with adolescent competence is broadly consistent with positions advocated 
by Bryant (1982), Edgar and Ochiltree (1982), and Lamb (1982), and supports 
the notion that positive relations with siblings serve as major resources for 
adolescents. 
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Explanations for the importance of siblings to adolescent competence 
come readily to mind. Regarding self-esteem, at a time in life when relations 
with peers are particularly important, feelings of self-worth are likely to be 
enhanced by acceptance and support from siblings. Conversely, being rejected 
by siblings is likely to lower one's sense of self-worth. And because adolescents 
are more self-conscious than younger children, they are likely to be more 
sensitive to their siblings' appraisals. With regard to social competence, suc
cessful interaction with siblings and the development of close relationships 
provide opportunities for the learning of social skills that can be extended to 
peers. As for self-control, older siblings may set examples for younger siblings 
and may help parents to enforce family rules, thus facilitating the internal
isation of standards and the self-regulation of impulses among younger sib
lings. With regard to independence, relationships with siblings are likely to 
serve as stepping-stones between early parental relationships and extra-family 
relations with peers and other adults. Finally, practical skills can be learned 
from siblings, both through direct instruction and through observation. Of 
course, it should be kept in mind that competent, self-assured, and well
behaved children are probably better able to get along with siblings than are 
generally incompetent children. In other words, children and their siblings 
- just like children and their parents - can be involved in mutual cycles of 
vicious or benign socialisation. 

Another difference between the two age groups to emerge in the can
onical analysis involved the level of parental control and the corresponding 
level of child autonomy. For example, while mother control was positively 
associated with competence among primary school children, it was not associ
ated with competence among adolescents. More importantly, father control 
stood out as being fairly strongly negatively related to competence among 
adolescents, but not among younger children. Similarly, while the level of 
autonomy reported by children was weakly but negatively associated with the 
competence of primary school children, it was weakly but positively associated 
with the competence of adolescents. 

These findings suggest that heavy control by fathers and a low level of 
child autonomy - particularly when it is combined with low levels of parental 
support and high levels of coercive punishment - bode poorly for the de-

. velopment of competence in adolescent children. This interpretation is con
sistent with the notion that autonomy is an important goal for most 
adolescents, and that its encouragement, in line with the growing maturity 
of the child, can help to facilitate adolescent development. The fact that this 
trend did not appear among primary school children reflects the different 
developmental stages and needs of the two age groups. Of course, the like
lihood of circular effects must be acknowledged; adolescents who are low in 
general competence will require relatively high levels of control by fathers. 
Correspondingly, competent, responsible, and self-controlled adolescents may 
be granted relatively high levels of autonomy by their parents. 
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The findings for siblings and parental control practices highlight the 
importance of including two age groups of children in the present study. 
Among primary school children, the most important family processes were 
mother and father support while, among adolescents, the most important 
processes were the quality of sibling relations and parental control practices. 
Primary school children are more dependent on parents for practical assistance 
and emotional support than are adolescents. On the other hand, autonomy 
and self-reliance are more salient concerns for adolescents than for younger 
children, and relations with similarly aged others naturally come to the fore. 
It is not surprising that, as children grow older, their developing competence 
comes to be less strongly bound up with levels of support from parents and 
more strongly related to relations with siblings and the manner in which 
parents maintain control. 

Implications 

The results of the analyses reported above provide strong support for the 
notion that parent-child relationships constitute important resources for chil
dren in the development of competence. Similar conclusions have been 
reached on the basis of previous studies (Roll ins and Thomas, 1979; Maccoby, 
1980; Maccoby and Martin, 1983). Although many of these studies used more 
precise behavioural measures of competence, the majority were conducted 
overseas and were limited by the use of non-random samples of children. It 
is encouraging to find similar results in the present study using a random 
sample of children from the Australian community. 

The importance of fathers 

The present research has shown that aspects of parenting, such as parental 
support, control, and punishment, are related to children's developing com
petence. Although many people think of mothering when the term parenting 
is used, the present results indicate that the quality of fathering is also related 
to the competence of both sons and daughters. This finding fits neatly with 
new perspectives described in Chapter 2 that emphasise the importance of 
fathers in child development. The present data suggest that this new emphasis 
is well placed, and that further studies of the father-child relationship would 
be worthwhile. Furthermore, this research should go beyond the study of 
father-child relationships in intact families to include studies of non-traditional 
families, such as one-parent families and stepfamilies. 

This new focus on fathers has implications for the work of practitioners. 
As reported in Chapter 2, many children in the study complained that their 
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fathers were not interested in them and said that they wished for more time 
and help from their fathers. It was also shown in this chapter that lack of 
attention from fathers was related to low self-esteem, low self-control, low 
life skills, and low social competence among sons and daughters of primary 
school age. These findings indicate that the importance of the father-child 
bond should not be underestimated by practitioners working with problem 
children. In therapy or counselling, it may be necessary to explore with both 
parents the issue of the father's relations with his children. Therapy that 
strengthens the father-child relationship may not only promote the adjustment 
of children, but may increase the satisfaction of parents as well. 

Of course, reworking fathers' attitudes in therapy and counselling is an' 
example of waiting for a problem to occur before providing assistance. Edu
cation programs aimed at providing fathers with information about infant and 
child development may make it easier for fathers to play a more active role 
with their children. The appearance of books on child care techniques aimed 
specifically at fathers is a healthy development along these lines (e.g. Russell, 
1983a). A more flexible attitude on the part of employers would also help to 
ease the conflict between work and family commitments faced by many fathers. 
The granting of paternity leave to fathers, and the availability of permanent 
part-time work would be positive steps in the right direction. 

More generally, public attention needs to be drawn to the importance 
of fathers in child rearing. At present, little media attention is given to the 
effects of fathers' work on children, while a good deal of attention is focused 
on working mothers. Presently, it is mothers, rather than fathers, who ex
perience censure from the general public. This is not to say that fathers should 
be censured, but their considerable impact on children's development needs 
to be more widely acknowledged. 

Adolescent autonomy 

The analysis in this chapter indicated that adolescents were most competent 
when parents exercised relatively little control and coercive discipline. Fur- . 
thermore, whereas autonomy was negatively associated with competence 
among primary school children, it was positively associated with competence 
among adolescents. This pattern almost certainly reflects the need for adol
escents to establish a degree of independence from their parents (Coleman, 
1980; Dusek, 1977; Rutter, 1979) - a need that was reaffirmed in a recent 
Australian national opinion poll (1984) in which personal independence 
emerged as one of the most important concerns of young people. 

As children grow and develop, parents must accommodate their chil
dren's increasing ability and desire to take responsibility for their own lives. 
However, the issue of adolescent independence is a delicate one, and the 
adolescents in this study frequently reported that this was a source of tension 
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in their families (see Chapter 2). Although this finding is not new, it reinforces 
the need for counsellors and therapists working with families to help parents 
and adolescents negotiate a gradual lessening of parental restrictions. The 
fact that highly competent adolescents were given a relatively high number 
of household chores suggests a healthy balance between freedom and re
sponsibility in well-functioning families. This may be a useful point for coun
sellors to use when helping parents and adolescents reach a compromise. 

Parental coercion 

The analysis in this chapter is consistent with previous studies in showing that 
parental use of coercion is linked to poor developmental outcomes in children, 
regardless of age level. An awareness that physical and other coercive forms 
of punishment have few positive and many negative effects on children is 
widespread among professionals. Yet, the results reported in Chapter 2 in
dicate that most parents continue to rely on coercion, rather than reason, 
when controlling their children. Recent calls from conservative quarters to 
reintroduce physical punishment in the classroom are also cause for concern. 
Increasing public awareness of the negative consequences for children's long
term development of coercive discipline should be a high priority. Parenting 
courses, home economics courses, and the popular media would be appro
priate places in which to introduce this material. 

The importance of siblings 

Another theme to emerge from the data is the importance of siblings. Common 
stereotypes suggest that siblings are not nearly as important as parents are 
in children's development. Yet data reported in Chapter 3 revealed that 
children often receive substantial levels of support from siblings in the form 
of help and companionship. And in the analysis in this chapter the quality 
of sibling relations emerged as a major correlate of competence among adol
escents. As adolescents grow, they become less dependent on parents in many 
ways and more oriented towards the peer group. Siblings of adolescents, 
particularly those who are close in age, probably function very much like 
peers. Like peers, they share similar life experiences and problems with adol
escents, such as concerns about popularity, taste in music and clothes, and 
relations with the opposite sex. For these reasons, siblings can serve as con
fidants, sources of opinions and information, and providers of sympathetic 
support in ways that are not possible for parents. 

The study of sibling relationships is relatively new, yet the present results 
indicate that it has much promise. Indeed, relations with siblings may prove 



Family processes and children's competence 101 

to be as important - in their own way - as relations with parents in con
tributing to children's development. Future research on sibling relations cer
tainly appears to be warranted. 

Practitioners who work with children should be aware of the importance 
of siblings, for all too often they are left out of the family equation. Close 
relationships between siblings may help to buffer children from the ill effects 
of family problems such as marital conflict, separation and divorce, mental 
illness among parents, or poverty. Positive relations with siblings may also 
serve as stepping stones to building successful friendships with other people 
outside the family. As such, siblings may serve as a useful point of intervention 
in working with shy or unpopular children. These considerations indicate that 
siblings have an important role to play in family and child therapy. Indeed, 
Dunn (1984) cites several studies in which siblings have been brought into 
therapy for problem children with good results. The findings in Chapter 3 
highlight, in particular, the role that adult siblings of primary school children 
could play in providing support and guidance. 
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Family processes in intact two-parent, 
one-parent, and step-parent households 

Just as relationships and processes within families result in higher or lower 
levels of resources for children, so do aspects offamily structure. This chapter, 
and the four that follow, consider the implications of different family structures 
for children's lives. The model outlined in Chapter 1 indicates that family 
structures have direct effects on children's development, as well as indirect 
effects through their impact on processes within the family. Accordingly, in 
the following chapters the links are examined, firstly, between family struc
tures and processes in the family and, secondly, between family structures 
and children's competence. Specifically, this chapter addresses the following 
question. How do children's experiences of family life differ in one-parent, 
step-parent, and intact two-parent households? Chapter 6 compares children 
in the same three family types on levels of competence. 

Changing family structures in Australia 

The importance of studying types of families other than the intact two-parent 
family is self-evident. For many years the traditional nuclear family was con
sidered by most people to be both desirabie and inevitable. This family form 
was also seen as the one most likely to promote the psychological health and 
well-being of its members, with alternative family arrangements being seen 
as pathological deviations from the norm (Lamb, 1982). This view is no longer 
tenable for two reasons. Firstly, research conducted by anthropologists has 
revealed the striking diversity of family forms that exist in human societies, 
all of which appear to function adequately within the context of their own 
cultures. Secondly, historical change within our own society, involving the 

102 



Family processes in intact households 103 

emergence of new and varied family forms, has indicated that the two-parent 
nuclear family is in no way inevitable, or even desirable, as far as many people 
are concerned. Instead, increasing numbers of Australians are opting for 
alternative family structures such as de facto relationships, homosexual or 
lesbian unions, never-married one-parent households, and communes. 

Of all the changes in the Australian family, the increase in the divorce 
rate is probably the most controversial. In point of fact, this is not a recent 
change, for the proportion of marriages ending in divorce has increased grad
ually throughout the twentieth century (Institute of Family Studies, 1983). 
The number of divorces did increase dramatically in 1976, the year the 1975 
Family Law Act was introduced. However, this increase was mainly a product 
of the large backlog of cases that was allowed to go through the courts more 
quickly than had been possible previously. In addition, many separated 
couples filed for divorce under the new act because the five year separation 
period and the fault requirements of the old act were eliminated. After this 
initial flurry of activity, the number of divorces decreased over the next couple 
of years, began to rise again in 1979, and then decreased again in 1983. Based 
on 1985 figures, the number of marriages in Australia that would end in 
divorce has been estimated to be about one third (McDonald, 1986). The 
reason for the declining divorce rate in the 1980s is-unclear, but it may reflect 
the increasing trend for couples to live together before marriage - that is, 
de facto unions allow unviable partnerships which might otherwise end in 
divorce to be dissolved prior to marriage. 

Corresponding to the rise in the divorce rate in the 1970s has been an 
increase in the proportion of one-parent families, and it has been estimated 
that they currently make up 16.2 per cent of all families with children in the 
household (Institute of Family Studies, 1983). Because mother-custody is the 
most common post-divorce arrangement for children, about nine out of every 
10 one-parent families are headed by women. However, living in a one-parent 
family is often a temporary condition, and many children experience the 
remarriage of one (or both) of their parents and come to live in stepfamilies. 
Currently, in about 10.2 per cent of families with children in the household, 
at least one partner has been previously married (Institute of Family Studies, 
1983). 

Some 13 per cent of Australian children aged 14 and under, and 11 per 
cent of children aged 15-19, were living in single-parent families at the time 
of the 1981 census (Carmichael, 1985), and about two-thirds of these families 
were formed through separation and divorce. Based on the most recent data 
available, it appears that about 18 per cent of Australian children experience 
the divorce of their parents by the time they are 18 years of age (McDonald, 
1985a). Given that this represents nearly 50000 children every year (Institute 
of Family Studies, 1983), the effect of divorce on children is an issue of great 
public concern. 
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Many studies have been conducted attempting to document the effects 
of divorce, and to a lesser extent remarriage, on the family lives and devel
opment of children. The literature dealing specifically with the effects of 
divorce and remarriage on interpersonal processes in the family is reviewed 
below, while the literature on children's psychological adjustment to divorce 
and remarriage is reviewed in Chapter 6. Following this review, data from 
the Children in Families study are used to compare children in three types 
of households - intact two-parent, one-parent, and step-parent - on their 
reports of family processes. ' 

Research on separated/divorced families 

Economic and social consequences of divorce 

Separation and divorce typically bring about a decrease in the economic and 
social resources of children's families. Women who retain custody of children, 
in particular, experience a significant drop in income and standard of living 
following divorce. An Australian study (McDonald, 1985b) found that, after 
divorce, single women with custody of children were $78 a week worse off, 
compared with single men without children who were $72 better off and single 
men with custody of children who were $60 better off. Currently in Australia, 
somewhere between 48 and 60 per cent of one-parent families headed by 
women live below the poverty level (Burbidge, 1984). Given this drop in 
income, many mother-custody families are forced from their former homes 
into accommodation of lower standard in poorer neighbourhoods. In addition, 
single mothers tend to have low levels of social support, partly because of 
moving and partly because former married friends drift away (Brandwein et 
aI., 1974; Burns and Goodnow, 1979; Hetherington et aI., 1982; Weiss, 1979a). 

Effects of separation/divorce on family functioning 

Given the severity of the emotional and financial stresses involved, it is not 
surprising to find that interpersonal relations between family members are 
often marked by tension and disruption following marital separation. Three 
problems typically emerge during this period. Firstly, general family life tends 
to become more disorganised and less cohesive. Secondly, relations between 
custodial parents and children tend to deteriorate. And thirdly, contacts be
tween non-custodial parents and children usually become less frequent. These 
changes result in a decrease in the level of interpersonal resources available 
to children, at least in the short run. 
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Family disorganisation 

Hetherington et al. (1978, 1982) and Wallerstein and Kelly (1980) found that, 
during the first year after divorce, life in post-divorce families tended to be 
chaotic as the time and energy of single parents were stretched to meet the 
demands of roles formerly filled by two adults. Furthermore, many custodial 
mothers were forced to enter the workforce because of a drop in income, 
resulting ~n even less time to attend to children and household tasks. The 
generally disorganised state of family life was reflected in meals not being at 
set times, children's bedtimes being erratic, household chores being left un
done, and children arriving late for school. Another study found that adol
escents in one-parent families received less parental supervision than did 
adolescents in intact families (Dornbusch et aI., 1985). Given these trends, 
it is not surprising that Moos and Moos (1981) found that members of one
parent families, compared with members of two-parent families, rated their 
home environments as less organised, less controlling, less cohesive, less 
supportive, and more independent. 

However, family life usually becomes more organised and relaxed after 
the first year. Part of the process of re-establishing equilibrium involves chil
dren taking on a greater number of household tasks. Weiss (1979a, 1979b) 
argued that children in divorced families adopt new responsibilities in the 
household and 'grow up a little faster'. His research indicated that children 
in one-parent families often have considerable input into everyday decision
making as junior partners in the management of the household. Weiss argued 
that the playing of a more important role in the family by children can result 
in enhanced autonomy, self-esteem, and self-perceptions of competence. 
However, he also suggested that these extra responsibilities, if too burden
some, could have negative consequences for young children. This perspective 
suggests that one-parent families offer risks as well as opportunities for chil
dren's personal growth and development. 

Relations with the custodial parent 

Changes usually occur in the relations between custodial parents and children 
after parental separation. Hetherington et al. (1978, 1982) found that par
ent-child relationships tended to deteriorate and parents became less effective 
in dealing with their children. Custodial parents, compared with parents in 
intact families, communicated less well with their children, were more re
strictive and punishing, were more authoritarian, made fewer maturity de
mands, were less affectionate, and maintained less consistent disciplinary 
practices. Correspondingly, children in divorced families, compared with those 
in intact families, were less likely to comply with mothers' directives and 
displayed more behaviour problems. The deterioration in mother-child re
lations was particularly pronounced for boys. However, at two years after 
divorce, both mother-daughter and mother-son relations were considerably 
more positive, although mother-son relations were still not as positive as in 
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intact families. Furthermore, half the mothers reported that relationships with 
their children had improved overall since the pre-separation period when 
conflict with the ex-spouse was a disrupting influence. The clinically oriented 
research by Wallerstein and Kelly (1980) found similar trends in their sample 
of divorced families. 

These studies indicate that, in terms of parental warmth and control, 
children experience a decline in resources after separation. For some children, 
these problems may be long-term. One study (Fine et aI., 1983) found that 
college students whose parents had been divorced for at least seven years 
reported less positive feelings about their mothers than did students from 
intact families. Other studies, however, suggest that tension between custodial 
parents and their children is temporary and largely returns to pre-divorce 
levels over time. For example, White et al. (1985) found that adolescent 
children raised in divorced families were just as attached to custodial parents 
as were adolescent children raised in intact families. The long-term impli
cations of living with one parent only might even confer some advantages. 
Weiss (1979a, 1979b) found that children in one-parent families often devel
oped particularly close and companionable relationships with custodial parents 
that were less hierarchical than those in traditional families. Weiss noted that, 
in these cases, custodial parents were relatively lenient and non-punitive with 
their children - a stance consistent with the maintenance of an egalitarian 
relationship. 

Relations with the non-custodial parent 

Immediately after divorce, many non-custodial parents increase the amount 
of time they spend with their children and treat them in an indulgent and 
permissive manner (Furstenberg et al., 1982). Furstenberg and Nord (1985) 
found that relationships between non-custodial fathers and their children were 
primarily social and recreational, and that fathers rarely laid down rules for 
their children or disciplined them. This 'every day is Disneyland' state of 
affairs does not last for long, however, and contact between most non-custodial 
fathers and their children declines rapidly. The research of Hetherington et 
al. (1978, 1982) indicates that, although non-custodial parents do not ex
perience the same degree of child-rearing stress as custodial parents, they still 
complain offeeling dissatisfied and shut out in their relationships with children. 

Hetherington (1979) noted that relationships between non-custodial 
parents and children cannot be predicted from knowledge of pre-divorce 
relationships; some fathers who are originally close to their children find the 
temporary access arrangements distressing and gradually lose contact with 
their children, while other fathers who were originally distant from their 
children become attentive and warm after divorce. Overall, however, research 
indicates that in the majority of cases the bond between non-custodial parents 
and children becomes weaker over time (Fox, 1985; Hetherington et aI., 1978; 
White et al., 1985). 
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Summary of processes in separated/divorced families· 

Parental divorce results in dramatic changes in family life for children. Many 
of these changes initially result in lower levels of both material and inter
personal resources. However, as families reorganise over time, opportunities 
for personal growth and deeper parent-child relationships also present them
selves. In the long run, a well-functioning and harmonious one-parent family 
is likely to offer greater interpersonal resources to children than is a chaotic 
and hostile two-parent family. Therefore, an assessment of the quality of post
divorce family relationships largely depends on the point in time at which 
families are observed. 

Research on stepfamilies 

Problems in stepfamilies 

A consideration of stepfamilies leads to a focus on the step-parent.,..stepchild 
relationship. This relationship tends to be stressful for a number of reasons: 

1. Step-parents are often uncertain about how much discipline to exercise 
and how much affection to show their stepchildren. This problem may be 
exacerbated if step-parents have never had children of their own and, 
hence, are relatively inexperienced. 

2. Step-parents and stepchildren may be used to different household rules, 
activities, and ways of doing things. 

3. Children may be jealous of step-parents and see them as rivals for the 
attention of their custodial parents. This is particularly likely to occur if 
a close relationship between the custodial parent and the child developed 
during their time in a one-parent household. 

4. Children may feel loyal to their non-custodial parents and experience guilt 
and feelings of betrayal if they come to like their step-parents (Cherlin, 
1978; Conolly, 1983; Crosbie-Burnett, 1984; Pasley, 1985; Thies, 1977; 
Visher and Visher, 1983; Webber, 1986). 

Considering the number of potential sources of stress, it is not surprising to 
find higher levels of tension in stepfamilies than in intact families. 

Benefits of stepfamilies 

Although the problems noted above are common, the addition of a step
parent can also result in improvements in family functioning in several ways. 
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Firstly, remarriage usually results in an increase in the standard of living of 
mother-custody families (McDonald, 1985b). Secondly, the establishing of a 
stable and intimate relationship is associated with an increase in the well
being and self-esteem of divorced parents (Hetherington, 1981) and, in spite 
of the potential for conflict in stepfamilies, most step-parents report that their 
marital relationships are good (Pasley, 1985). A third beneficial effect can 
occur when children who have lost touch with non-custodial parents find that 
step-parents provide compensatory emotional support and companionship. 
For example, Hetherington et al. (1982) and Wallerstein and KeIly (1980) 
found that the entry of a stepfather into a family often had positive effects 
on young boys and led to improvements in general family functioning. And 
White et al. (1985) found that college students reported greater attachment 
to stepfathers than to non-custodial fathers. 

In an Australian study based on in-depth interviews with both partners 
in 20 stepfamilies, Whelan and Kelly (in press) found that establishing oneself 
in the step-parent role was the most difficult aspect of living in a stepfamily. 
Children often resisted step-parents, and step-parents resented this. In ad
dition, many step-parents found it difficult to show as much interest and 
affection to their stepchildren as they did to their own children. However, 
although relations between step-parents and stepchildren were often stormy, 
they improved over time. 

Considering all the evidence, it appears that the entry of a new spouse 
into the family system can have both negative and positive effects on family 
functioning. However, negative effects, when they occur, are likely to diminish 
over time. 

Comparisons of intact, one-parent, and step-parent 
households 

In this section, the Children in Families data are used to compare children's 
experiences in intact, one-parent, and step-parent households. One of the 
major limitations of previous research on divorced and remarried families has 
been the lack of random or representative samples from the general population 
and a corresponding over-reliance on small clinical or convenience samples 
(for critical reviews see Blechman, 1982; Goetting, 1981; and Kanoy and 
Cunningham, 1984). In addition, many studies have relied on parents for 
information on children's experiences of family life; yet children themselves 
are the best people to comment on their own feelings and perceptions. Seen 
in this context, the Children in Families data - based on a representative 
and relatively large sample of children from a variety of family types - has 
much to offer. Before comparisons could be made, however, it was necessary 
to classify children into appropriate household types. 
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Classification of families 

During the parent's interview, a detailed list was made of all people living 
in the household. On this basis, families were classified into three broad types: 
intact family households, one-parent households, and step-parent households 
(including those with permanent de facto spouses). Because the numbers of 
children living with stepmothers and in father-headed one-parent households 
were small (n = 12 in each), these groups were omitted from the analyses in 
this chapter. In addition, because their experiences are so different, a further 
31 children who lost a parent through death, as opposed to separation, and 
two children whose mothers had never been married, were omitted. The data 
reported in this chapter are based on 201 children (99 primary school, 102 
secondary school) living with both biological parents, 87 children of divorce 
(48 primary school, 39 secondary school) whose mothers were single, and 54 
children of divorce (25 primary school, 29 secondary school) whose mothers 
had found new partners. 

In one-parent households, the mean length of time since parental sep
aration was three years and eight months for primary school children and five 
years and 11 months for adolescents. In stepfamilies, the mean length of time 
since parental separation was five years and five months for primary school 
children and seven years and 10 months for adolescents. The mean length of 
time since remarriage in the step-parent sample was three years and six months 
for primary school children and four years and six months for adolescents. 
Hence, the results reported below reflect medium-term rather than short-term 
adjustments to divorce and remarriage. 

Analysis of data 

Children in different family types were compared on the 11 family process 
variables described in Chapter 4: mother support, father support, mother 
control, father control, child autonomy, mother punishment, father punish
ment, sibling relations, marital conflict, and family cohesion. The statistical 
method used was analysis of covariance (see Appendix 2). In this analysis, 
the factors consisted of family household type (intact, one-parent, and step
parent), child age level, and sex of the child, and the covariates were the 
socio-economic status of the household (based on mother's and father's edu
cation, occupational status, and income), the number of siblings living in the 
household, the number of siblings living away from home, and the mother's 
employment status. 

Because of the large number of family process variables involved, a 
preliminary multivariate analysis (MAN CO V A) was performed to see if there 
was an overall significant difference in children's experiences across the three 
family types. This analysis indicated a significant main effect for family type 
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and a significant interaction between family type and child age level (p < 
.01). Because the multivariate results were significant, separate analyses were 
conducted for each family process variable based on all the cases available. 

The means (adjusted for all covariates) and standard deviations for the 
process variables are available in Table 5.1. The reader should be aware that, 
in stepfamilies, the means for father support, father control, father punish
ment, and marital conflict refer to residential stepfathers rather than biological 
fathers. (Data did not exist to construct comparable scores for the biological 
fathers of children in stepfamilies.) On the other hand, in one-parent house
holds, the figures for fathers refer to non-custodial biological fathers. Each 
type of family process is discussed below, but only statistically significant 
effects (p < .05) are noted. (For a more technical report on these data, see 
Amato, in press b.) 

Table 5.1 Adjusted means and standard deviations for family process 
variables by family type and child age 

Measure Intact One-parent Step-parent 
household household household 

Mother Children x 12.3 13.3 12.0 
support (S) (2.8) (4.1) (2.6) 

Adolescents x 12.0 12.0 13.0 
(S) (3.8) (3.8) (3.4) 

Father Children x 11.0 8.5 7.9 
support3 (S) (3.6) (2.2) (3.7) 

Adolescents x 10.0 8.7 8.9 
(S) (4.3) (2.8) (3.3) 

Mother Children x 3.6 4.0 3.8 
controlb (S) (1.0) (0.9) (1.1) 

Adolescents x 2.8 1.9 3.0 
(S) (1.3) (1.2) (1.2) 

Father Children x 2.1 0.1 2.1 
control3 (S) (1.4) (0.2) (1.4) 

Adolescents x 1.7 0.4 0.9 
(S) (1.1) (0.2) (1.2) 

Child Children x 0.2 0.6 0.3 
autonomy3. b (S) (0.4) (0.7) (0.6) 

Adolescents x 1.3 2.4 1.3 
(S) (1.2) (1.1) (1.1) 

Mother Children x 3.7 4.0 3.7 
punishment (S) (1.2) (1.3) , (1.5) 

Adolescents x 2.1 2.0 2.5 
(S) (1.2) (1.2) (1.0) 
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Measure Intact One-parent Step-parent 
household household household 

Father Children x 3.3 0.6 2.6 
punishment.' b (S) (1.3) (1.1) (1.4) 

Adolescents x 2.2 0.5 1.4 
(S) (1.5) (1.3) (1.3) 

Household Children x 4.5 5.8 5.7 
responsibility· (S) (2.7) (3.1) (2.9) 

Adolescents x 6.1 7.8 7.4 
(S) (3.0) (3.1) (2.5) 

Sibling Children x 2.8 2.7 2.6 
relations· (S) (0.7) (0.7) (0.9) 

Adolescents x 3.1 2.8 2.7 
(S) (0.6) (0.8) (0.7) 

Family Children x 11.4 9.8 9.3 
cohesion· (S) (3.3) (3.0) (3.5) 

Adolescents x 9.9 8.2 9.3 
(S) (4.5) (4.0) (3.5) 

Marital Children x 4.1 4.0 
conflict (S) (1.1) (1.2) 

Adolescents x 4.4 4.1 
(S) (1.2) (1.4) 

a Indicates a significant main effect of family type, p < .05. 
b Indicates a significant family type x age level interaction, p < .05. 

Note: Cell sizes for primary school children are intact 99, one-parent 48, step-parent 25. Cell 
sizes for adolescents are intact 102, one-parent 39, step-parent 29. 

Support from mothers 

The means for mother support varied little across the three family types, and 
no significant differences were found. This indicates that boys and girls at 
both age levels reported similar levels of support from mothers in the three 
family types. In other words, children in stepfamilies and one-parent house
holds were just as likely as children in intact families to report that their 
mothers talked to them a lot, were interested in them, provided assistance 
with homework, and helped them with personal problems. 

Previous studies (Hetherington et al., 1982; Wallerstein and Kelly, 1980) 
found that relationships between mothers and their sons tend to deteriorate 
in divorced families. The present study does not support this finding, and an 
examination of cell means revealed that mean scores for boys and girls at both 
age levels varied little by family type. For example, the mean for mother 
support for primary school boys was 12.5 in intact households and 12.4 in 
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one-parent households. Corresponding means for adolescent males were 10.7 
and 11.2. This indicates that girls and boys reported receiving similar levels 
of support from their mothers, regardless of whether they lived in intact, one
parent, or step-parent households. 

These findings do not support the notion that children with mother
custody suffer from maternal loss because mothers are too busy to provide 
adequate attention (Brandwein et aI., 1974). On the other hand, they do not 
support the notion that children in one-parent households develop particularly 
close and supportive relationships with their mothers (Weiss, 1979a, 1979b). 
Instead, these results suggest that, as far as children are concerned, maternal 
support and love are dependable and constant, regardless of the type of family 
involved. 

This interpretation is borne out by an examination of the descriptions 
children gave of their mothers (see Chapter 2). Children in stepfamilies and 
one-parent households generally made comments that were as positive as 
those made by children in intact two-parent families. In terms of content, 
adolescents occasionally saw their parents' divorce as having had a negative 
effect on their relationships with mothers. On the other hand, some descrip
tions indicated that divorce resulted in mother-adolescent relationships be
coming especially close. These contrasting trends are illustrated in the 
comments of two adolescents from mother-custody households. 

Since she's left dad she's got a lot more self-centred. She said, 'I've been putting 
up with it for 40 years or whatever, now I'm going to go out.' Now she does what 
she wants to do. She looks a bit younger than she really is. All into spending 
heaps of money on herself. Changes her hair every week. Fat and short. (girl 
aged 16) 

She's nice. We're pretty close to her since we've been through a lot with my father. 
She helps us in every way she can. Really good to us. (girl aged 15). 

Support from non-custodial fathers 

Previous studies (Fox, 1985; Furstenberg and Nord, 1985; Hanson, 1985; 
Hetherington et aI., 1982; Wallerstein and Kelly, 1980) have found that most 
non-custodial fathers drift away and provide less support to their children 
after divorce. The results from the present study are in agreement: young 
children and adolescents reported significantly less support from non-custodial 
fathers in divorced families than from fathers in intact families. This difference, 
however, was stronger for younger than for older children. For example 
(although not reported in the table) only 17 per cent of primary school children 
in one-parent households mentioned their fathers as people they would go 
to if they were really worried, compared with 60 per cent of primary school 
children in intact families. Comparable percentages for adolescents were 5 
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per cent and 20 per cent, respectively. Scores were also recomputed after 
removing children who never saw their fathers; however, children in one
parent families still reported significantly less support. 

On the brighter side, Hetherington (1981) pointed out that relationships 
between non-custodial fathers and their children sometimes improve after 
divorce, and some children in the sample reported relatively high levels of 
support from non-custodial fathers. In fact, 20 per cent of children in one
parent households reported a level of father support that was higher than the 
average level reported by children in intact families. Nevertheless, even when 
the bonds between non-custodial fathers and their children remain strong, the 
fact that they live in separate households (which are often great distances 
apart) makes it difficult for fathers to be on hand when their children need 
them, for example in providing assistance with homework. 

Children's descriptions of their non-custodial fathers were in many ways 
consistent with the low level of support they reported. In fact, one-fourth of 
children were either unable or unwilling to provide any description at all. In 
most cases, this was because their fathers had lost contact with them a long 
time ago. Among primary school children who did provide descriptions of 
non-custodial fathers, the great majority were positive and only a small number 
were negative. Adolescents, however, were less likely to view their non
custodial fathers favourably, and many expressed strong criticism and feelings 
of disappointment. Yet, others were entirely positive. 

He used to be really caring but he seems to have hardened up a lot. That's what 
mum's told us and I've seen it for myself as well. From what I can remember of 
him when I was little he was really nice and caring, but now he's gone all hard 
and very closed. (girl aged 15) 

Very mixed up person. One moment very practical, strict, and fairly tyrannical. 
Next minute he can be a really great bloke. Tends to waver between the two. (boy 
aged 15) 

He's generous and kind and just likes to be with people. If you ask for money 
- if you think you need it - he'll often give it to you and if you want to see him 
or something - like if you want to see him at the shop - he usually gives up time 
at the shop for me. He's just pleasant to you all the time unless you're doing 
something wrong. He's just kind. (girl aged 16) 

Time spent with non-custodial fathers 

. Children were also asked about the amount of contact they have with access 
fathers. Overall, 26 per cent of children reported never seeing their fathers, 
a figure similar to the one of 30 per cent reported in an earlier Australian 
study by Burns (1980). Not surprisingly, the percentage of children never 
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seeing their fathers increased with the length of time since family breakup. 
For children whose parents had been separated for two years or less, 83 per 
cent continued to have contact with their fathers. This figure decreased to 79 
per cent of children if parents had been separated for between three and five 
years, and decreased to 64 per cent if parents had been separated for six years 
or more. 

How do children feel about this lack of contact with their biological 
fathers? Interestingly, when children were asked if they were satisfied with 
the amount of time they had or if they wished for more time, many (28%) 
did not provide an answer. Most of these children had lost contact with their 
fathers years ago and did not seem to feel the question was relevant. Of those 
children who did provide an answer, 51 per cent of primary school children 
and 35 per cent of adolescents responded that they wished for more time. 
These figures are similar to those for fathers in intact families (see Table 3.1), 
indicating that, if children who did not provide an answer are excluded, 
parental separation and divorce did not greatly change the percentage of 
children who wanted more time with their fathers. 

There are two reasons for the small difference noted above. Firstly, data 
presented in Chapter 2 indicated that many fathers in intact two-parent families 
were only minimally involved with their children. In this sense, many tradi
tional nuclear families were 'father absent' as well. Secondly, many children 
held negative attitudes towards their non-custodial fathers and did not wish 
for more time. Children's comments illustrate this latter trend. 

I don't really think he spends enough time with us but I don't really care if he 
doesn't, as I don't know what to talk to him about when I do see him. (girl aged 
16) 

When I was smaller it seemed to be extremely important to me how much time 
we spent. I think like every child that when parents divorce there is a difficult 
period when the father is very important and you're not getting enough time from 
him. But later on it seems to lose a lot of its importance and I didn't really care 
much. (boy aged 16) 

Di>n't know him all that well and don't know whether I want to. I remember all 
his bad moods and temper. Don't know him at all. (girl aged 15) 

One adolescent commented that he wanted to see his father again, but 
not for a warm reunion. 

I would like to tell him off He did nick off at exactly the wrong time - not at 
the divorce, but 10 years before that. He shouldn't have nicked off then. He 
deserted the family. (boy aged 15) 
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Other children, however, did genuinely wish for more time with their 
fathers. 

I wish he'd spend a little more time because where he's living at the moment, he's 
with a lady and four kids and when we go down there, there's kind of all of us 
together. I'd like to go on trips - just the three of us - dad, my sister and me 
- camping. We've been on a camping trip before and I'd like to do that again. 
(girl aged 16) 

(I'd like to) just stay at home and see what, sort of, his house is like more, and 
get to know him more because we don't really know each other well as far as 
father and daughter goes, although he's still my father. I see him six, seven, eight 
times a year. (girl aged 14) 

Support from stepfathers 

Children at both age levels reported significantly less support from stepfathers 
than from biological fathers in intact families. However, this difference was 
stronger among younger than older children. The finding that children's re
lationships with stepfathers were less positive than their relationships with 
natural fathers in intact families is not surprising; previous studies have in
dicated that relations between stepfathers and children are frequently marked 
by tension and animosity (Crosbie-Burnett, 1984; Visher and Visher, 1983). 

However, children's descriptions of stepfathers varied from very positive 
to very negative, with some revealing conflict and others revealing acceptance 
and affection. Overall, positive views were more typical than negative views. 

He's a pretty mean man. Can't think of anything else. (boy aged 9) 

He's got curly hair and he doesn't shave often. He smokes and he drinks alcohol 
- a lot of it. He's not very polite. He swears a lot. Just about every sentence has 
got a rude word in it. (girl aged 8) 

He sits and thinks about himself all the time. That's about all. He doesn't seem 
to think of other people. (girl aged 9) 

He's a bit hard to get on with. He tends to take work out on mum and I. I suppose 
he's all right. He's pretty stubborn and tends to get really sarcastic. (boy aged 15) 

He acts better than my ex-father. He's more intelligent and he doesn't call people 
names. (boy aged 9) 
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Strong. He's cuddly and he's cute. He's got big sideburns and he's got black hair. 
He's got tattoos all over his arms. (girl aged 9) 

He's very caring, takes a close interest in everything I do and helps to see me 
through at school. Makes sure I get good grades. (boy aged 16) 

M other control 

In one-parent households, primary school children reported a relatively high 
level of maternal control whereas adolescents reported a relatively low level 
of maternal control (the interaction between child age level and family type 
was significant). This finding is consistent with Hetherington et al. (1982), 
who found that mothers of young children in divorced families attempted to 
exercise more control than did mothers of young children in intact families. 
These results are also consistent with those of Dornbusch et al. (1985) who 
found that mothers of adolescents in mother-only households exercised less 
control than did mothers of adolescents in two-parent households. 

A high level of control over young children might be due to mothers' 
concerns about the potentially negative impact of divorce on their children. 
Alternatively, it may reflect an attempt to compensate for the loss of paternal 
decision-making in the household. The low level of control reported by adol
escents, on the other hand, may reflect the fact that adolescents tend to be 
relatively mature in one-parent families, making strict control less necessary 
(Weiss, 1979a, 1979b). 

Father control 

Children and adolescents in one-parent households reported significantly 
lower levels of paternal decision-making than did their counterparts in other 
family types. This is consistent with previous studies that found non-custodial 
fathers to have decreased influence over their children after divorce (Fur
stenberg et aI., 1982; Furstenberg and Nord, 1985; Hetherington et aI., 1982). 
In fact, the present results indicate that fathers made virtually no decisions 
about the everyday behaviour of their children. Given the nature of the items 
on the control scale (household jobs, bedtime, television programs, going 
out, and buying clothes) this is not surprising. Nevertheless, this reflects a 
real and important aspect of the father role that is no longer exercised by 
non-custodial fathers. 

In contrast to non-custodial fathers, stepfathers had as high a level of 
control over primary school children as did fathers in intact families. However, 
stepfathers of adolescents exercised a relatively low level of control, suggesting 
that stepfathers tend to back off from adolescent stepchildren. This may reflect 
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the fact that adolescents tend to have more problems than younger children 
in accepting the presence of stepfathers and may be more touchy about step

. fathers exercising authority (Hetherington et aI., 1982). 

Child autonomy 

Children and adolescents in one-parent households reported making signifi
cantly more of their own decisions than did children in other types of house
holds. However, this difference was more pronounced among adolescents 
than among primary school children. 

For primary school children in one-parent households, the relatively 
high level of maternal control worked to offset the low level of paternal 
control, resulting in an overall level of child autonomy that was not substan
tially higher than in intact families. Among adolescents, the combination of 
low maternal control and virtually non-existent paternal control resulted in 
a high level of autonomy. Out of Cl list of five decisions, adolescents in intact 
families, on average, made slightly more than one by themselves, whereas 
adolescents in one-parent families made two and a half by themselves. An 
examination of the individual items on the autonomy scale revealed that it 
was primarily in relation to bedtimes and going out that adolescents in one
parent families had greater decision-making autonomy. But this does not 
mean that adolescents were left free to run wild, for about half of the decisions 
continued to be made by someone else - usually the mother, but sometimes 
the non-custodial father, another relative, an older sibling, or the mother's 
boyfriend. These findings indicate that decisions in one-parent families were 
shared between adolescents and their mothers and other care givers. 

Maternal punishment 

The pattern of means was similar to that obtained for the mother control 
variable. Compared with intact families and stepfamilies, primary school chil
dren in one-parent households reported relatively high levels of mat~rnal 
punishment and adolescents in one-parent families reported relatively low 
levels of maternal punishment. However, these differences only approached 
statistical significance. . 

Although not significant, the pattern of means is interesting. It may 
reflect a tendency for recently separated mothers to be punitive with their 
young children, partly as a reaction to their own feelings of stress and partly· 
because of an increase in the level of disruptive behaviour exhibited by their 
children (Hetherington et al~, 1982). The relatively high level of maternal 
punishment of young children in one-parent households may also be related 
to the fact that non-custodial fathers were largely unavailable - and often 
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not inclined - to dispense punishments to their children (see below). Hence, 
the high level of maternal punishment may reflect the fact that single mothers 
must take on the role of sole disciplinarian for their young children. 

Among adolescents, the relatively low level of reported maternal pun
ishment may reflect the general lessening of control typical of single mothers. 
It may also reflect the emergence of a close and companionate relationship 
between single mothers and their adolescent children in which coercive discip
line is neither appropriate nor necessary. 

The lack of a significant interaction between family type and the sex of 
child variable does not support the finding of Hetherington et al. (1978, 1982) 
that mothers in one-parent families are more punitive with sons than with 
daughters. This may be due to the fact that few families in the present sample 
had been separated for less than one year, the period of time during which 
maximum disruptions were observed by Hetherington and her colleagues. 

Paternal punishment 

Children and adolescents in one-parent households, compared with children 
in other family types, reported significantly less paternal punishment. These 
results are similar to those obtained for the father control measure and reflect 
the decreased involvement of non-custodial fathers in the rearing of their 
children. However, while rates of paternal punishment were low in one-parent 
families, they did not reach the rock bottom rates of the paternal control 
variable. It appears that many non-custodial fathers continue to punish their 
sons and daughters at least occasionally. 

The results for stepfamilies are also similar to those obtained for the 
paternal control measure and suggest that stepfathers are less likely than 
custodial mothers to play the role of disciplinarian. Interestingly, these results 
contradict the stereotype of the harsh and punitive stepfather who alienates 
his stepchildren by asserting his status as boss of the family. Instead, these 
results suggest that stepfathers, compared with fathers in intact families, adopt 
a more 'laid back' style of discipline. Initially, they may even. exercise no 
discipline at all in a policy of deliberate non-engagement. 

Household responsibility 

Children at both age levels in stepfamilies and one-parent households reported 
significantly more responsibilities than did children in intact families. How
ever, this difference was stronger for adolescents than for primary school 
children. The finding that children of divorce had relatively high levels of 
household responsibilities is consistent with research by Weiss (1979a and b) 
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and Polit (1984) indicating that after separation children take on a greater 
number of tasks and play a larger role in the management of the household. 
The finding that children in stepfamilies also had a relatively high level of 
household responsibility indicates that once children have adopted new tasks 
and roles around the house, they continue in this manner even after parental 
remarriage. 

Sibling relations 

Children in disrupted families, compared with children in intact families, rated 
their relations with siblings significantly less positively. This difference, how
ever, was more marked among adolescents than younger children. Weiss 
(1979a) argued that siblings are important sources of support for children 
experiencing parental divorce. Yet, the present data contradict this notion. 

One explanation for this finding is that parental conflict and separation 
produce divisions between siblings that persist years later. Support for this 
explanation is obtained from Table 4.2 where the level of marital conflict in 
two-parent families was found to be negatively associated with the quality of 
sibling relations. This interpretation is also consistent with a study by Polit 
(1984), who found that mothers reported that their children were rarely helpful 
to each other in coping with the strains of the divorce period. Instead, Polit 
found that sibling rivalry and competition for the mother's attention were 
considerable problems. These findings contrast with the 'sibling solidarity in 
adversity' view, which suggests that siblings stick together in the face of 
external threats and problems (the Hansel and Gretel phenomenon). Of 
course, when parents separate, there may be no clear villain, and sibling 
loyalties and sympathies are likely to be divided. 

The low sibling ratings in non-intact families may also be due to the 
presence of step siblings and halfsiblings. In fact, 16 children in the sample 
lived with stepsiblings and 20 children lived with halfsiblings. Accordingly, 
the analysis was recomputed after omitting children with stepsiblings or half
siblings. The means were similar to those reported in Table 5.1, but the 
difference between family types only approached statistical sig!!ificance.This 
indicates that, although the presence of step and halfsiblings appears to have 
depressed sibling ratings somewhat, children still rated their relationships with 
biological siblings slightly lower in one-parent and step-parent families than 
in intact families. . 

Of course, although the difference in means between family types in 
Table 5.1 was statistically significant, the actual magnitude of the differences 
was quite small. Since a rating of 3 indicates that siblings mainly got along 
well with each other, sibling relationships, overall, were mainly positive in 
all family types. 
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Family cohesion 

Reported family cohesion was significantly higher in intact families than in 
either stepfamilies or one-parent families. This trend, however, was stronger 
among primary school children than adolescents. In relation to one-parent 
households, this finding is consistent with previous research indicating that 
life in divorced families tends to be chaotic and stressful during the first two 
years following marital separation (Hetherington et al., 1982; Wallerstein and 
Kelly, 1980). The present finding suggests that, even if life in divorced families 
settles down after initial adjustments are made, it still remains at a less cohesive 
level compared with intact families. 

This result is consistent with the finding noted above for adolescents in 
one-parent households, compared with adolescents in two-parent families, to 
report less parental control and more household responsibility. This suggests 
that children of divorce 'grow up a little faster' and are relatively independent. 
But this tendency for children to go their own way is not necessarily a bad 
thing. Wallerstein (1984) argued that putting the family's problems aside and 
getting on with one's own life is a necessary step in a child's successful ad
justment to parental divorce. 

Interestingly, cohesion was also relatively low in stepfamilies. This sug
gests that once children become more independent of the family, they continue 
in this manner even after parental remarriage. This may also reflect a degree 
of tension in the stepfather-stepchild relationship. On the other hand, it may 
simply mean that children in stepfamilies have more outside interests and 
social contacts than do children in intact families. 

Marital conflict 

Marital conflict scores, which were only available for children in intact families 
and stepfamilies, revealed no significant effects due to family type. This in
dicates that children at both age levels perceived no more or less conflict in 
stepfamilies than in intact families. This finding is consistent with previous 
research indicating that the quality of marital relationships in stepfamilies is, 
overall, as good as in other types of families (Pasley, 1985). 

Mothers' views on changes following separation 

To supplement .the data from children, mothers who had experienced sepa
ration or divorce were asked the question, 'Has the separation affected your 
child's relationship with you?' Overall, 30 per cent of mothers responded 
'yes'. Mothers were more likely to report changes for children who were older 
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at the time of separation than for children who were younger. Mothers who 
responded positively were asked to describe the nature of the change. Overall, 
54 per cent of mothers reported that they had grown closer to their child. 
However, 27 per cent reported negative changes, such as the child feeling 
resentment towards them. The finding that most mothers reported positive 
changes is consistent with the work of Weiss (1979a, 1979b) who found that 
many custodial mothers developed close and companionate relationships with 
children after divorce. 

Mothers were also asked about changes in the father--child relationship. 
The first question was, 'Has the separation affected your child's relationship 
with his/her other parent?' Overall, 46 per cent responded 'yes', although 
affirmative responses were more likely to be given by the mothers of older 
children than by the mothers of younger children. When asked how the 
relationship had changed, only one mother reported that the change was a 
positive one. In contrast, 32 per cent of mothers reported that children were 
less close to their fathers, 17 per cent reported that fathers no longer saw 
their children any more, and 35 per cent reported that children felt resentment 
or ambivalence towards their fathers. As far as mothers were concerned, 
divorce frequently brought about a change for the worse in the father--child 
relationship. 

These results show that mothers tended to report that separation and 
divorce brought about positive changes in their relationships with children 
and negative changes in their ex-spouse's relationships. Although this may 
reflect the particular bias of mothers, it is entirely consistent with the data 
reported above from children and with other research. 

Family processes and time 

This section addresses the issue of how family processes in one-parent and 
step-parent families might vary with the length of time since separation or 
remarriage. 

Product-moment correlations were computed between children's reports 
of processes in one-parent households and parents' reports of the length of 
time since separation. However, no correlations between time and any family 
process variable attained significance for children at either age level. This 
suggests that for children, the perceived effects of living in a one-parent 
household occurred early, and then persisted over time. 

Effects of time emerged for children in stepfamilies. In relation to moth
ers, time since remarriage was positively and significantly correlated with 
mother punishment among primary school children (r = .34) and adolescents 
(r = .41). An examination of means indicated that mothers in recently formed 
stepfamilies were seen as being relatively non-punitive (perhaps to facilitate 
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the transition to a new family form), while mothers in established stepfamilies 
were seen as being as punitive as mothers in other family types. 

In relation to fathers, support was positively associated with length of 
time since remarriage among adolescents (r = .55) and primary school children 
(r = .25). Father punishment was also positively associated with time among 
adolescents (r = .39), and father control followed a similar trend among 
primary school children (r = .33). Although it is not possible to make infer
ences about change over time from cross-sectional data, these findings indicate 
that children saw stepfathers as taking on more aspects of the parent role if 
they had lived in a stepfamily for a long rather than a short period of time. 
Further investigation revealed that when mothers had been remarried for six 
years or more, stepfather support scores were as high as those for fathers in 
intact families. Levels of punishment from stepfathers, however, never at
tained a level as high as that from fathers in intact families. 

Time since remarriage was also positively and significantly associated 
with family cohesion among primary school girls (r = .69) and adolescent girls 
(r = .48). In addition, relations with sibling were positively associated with 
time among primary school girls (r = .64). These findings indicate that, for 
girls, established stepfamilies were more cohesive than recently formed step
families. The absence of a similar trend for boys may reflect the fact that, 
compared with girls, boys spend more time away from home. Alternatively, 
it may reflect a lingering degree of unresolve.d tension between boys and their 
stepfathers. 

Implications 

Events such as separation, divorce, and remarriage bring about many changes 
in the relationships between family members, and these changes have impli
cations for the interpersonal resources available to children. Although people 
are accustomed to think of these changes as negative, this is not always the 
case. Instead, certain benefits, as well as costs, can be seen to emerge as 
families adapt. 

Childrens relationships with custodial mothers 

Some people believe that relations between children and their mothers gen
erally deteriorate after parental separation and divorce. However, the present 
study indicates that relationships between children and custodial mothers 
change for the worse in some families but for the better in others. Some 
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custodial mothers report that they have grown closer to their children since 
separation, while others report that they have grown apart. This diversity of 
outcomes is also echoed in children's descriptions. 

Practitioners working with families should keep in mind that parental 
separation offers both risks and opportunities for further growth in the 
mother-child relationship. Therapy and programs that build on the strengths 
of this relationship offer the prospect of turning a potential loss for both family 
members into a mutual gain. It should also be kept in mind that in the great 
majority of divorced families the mother-child relationship is not problematic; 
most mother-child relationships remain strong, regardless of changes in family 
type. 

Another common belief is that children from one-parent households are 
allowed to run wild, without appropriate supervision. This belief is linked to 
the widely held notion that children from fatherless families are prone to 
delinquency. However, three findings from the present study challenge this 
point of view. Firstly, compared with"mothers in two-parent families, single 
custodial mothers appear to exercise more control over primary school-aged 
children and Less control over adolescents. This indicates that single mothers 
vary the amount of control they exercise in. line with the child's age and, 
presumably, the child's ability to exercise self-direction. Secondly, although 
the level of autonomy is relatively high for adolescents in one-parent house
holds, decision-making continues to be shared between adolescents and their 
mothers (or other adults) in most families. Thirdly, the relatively high level 
of autonomy given to adolescents in one-parent households is accompanied 
by a relatively high level of responsibility for household chores. Within the 
context of a positive mother-child relationship, this type of arrangement 
suggests an egalitarian family environment - and perhaps one in which chil
dren mature quickly (Weiss, 1979b). 

In addition, although not reported earlier in this chapter, mothers of 
adolescents in one-parent households reported having just as many rules about 
keeping parents informed, homework, chores, and dating as did mothers in 
intact families. The only exception was television, for which mothers in one
parent households were less likely to have rules than were mothers in intact 
families. In addition, adolescents in mother-custody families were just as likely 
to report that their mothers always know their whereabouts and know all of 
their friends as were adolescents In intact families. These findings support the 
notion that although mothers in one-parent families allow their adolescent 
children some additional autonomy, they continue to provide a good deal of 
direction and guidance. 

In short, practitioners, educators, and the media should recognise that 
the stereotype of the uncontrolled child from a broken home is not only over
simplified, but is uncomplimentary to parents and children in well-organised 
one-parent households. 
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Children s relationships with non-custodial fathers 

Maternal love, support, and guidance are things that most children can count 
on, regardless of the changes that occur in their families. This is not so for 
fathers. Non-custodial fathers appear to provide a relatively low level of 
interpersonal support to their children, and a substantial number lose contact 
with their children altogether. Furthermore, non-custodial fathers' involve
ment in child-rearing appears to be at rock-bottom. They make virtually no 
decisions about their children's day-to-day activities and are unlikely to punish 
their children for misbehaviour. And although primary school children gen
erally describe their non-custodial fathers in positive terms, adolescents tend 
to be less positive. Indeed, many adolescents in divorced families are openly 
critical of their fathers and appear to harbour a good deal of resentment 
towards them. 

Although these findings appear grim, the low level of interaction with 
non-custodial fathers should be seen in the light of two previous findings from 
this study. Firstly, as noted in Chapter 2, some fathers in intact families are 
only minimally involved with their children. Secondly, as noted in Chapter 
4, marital conflict is associated with a decrease in the level of support from 
fathers. Taken together, these findings suggest that divorce, on its own, does 
not initiate a decline in the quality of the father-child relationship, but is 
instead the last straw that breaks an already deteriorating link between un
involved fathers and their children. For many children, the actual loss of 
support from fathers after separation and divorce is probably minimal. 

Clearly, relationships between non-custodial fathers and their children 
are problematic. Therapists and counsellors working with separated families 
can do little about the damage done to the father-child relationship during 
the pre-separation stage of family conflict. After separation, however, many 
father-child relationships will need rebuilding. Fathers may need assistance 
in learning how to relate to their children as access parents, and children may 
require assistance in dealing with feelings of anger and resentment. Custodial 
mothers may also need to sort out their feelings if continued animosity toward 
their ex-husbands interferes with the continuation of the father-child 
relationship. 

Continued positive contact between children and non-custodial fathers 
is associated with children's positive divorce adjustment (Hess and Camara, 
1979; Wallerstein and Kelly, 1980). Therefore, policies that encourage contact 
between non-custodial fathers and their children - unless the father is abusive 
or disturbed - should be explored. For example, joint-custody arrangements, 
while perhaps not appropriate for most couples, have been shown in overseas 
research to be associated with relatively high rates of father-child contact 
(Bowman and Ahrons, 1985). In Australia, Edgar (1986) has suggested that 
an assumption of co-parenting, in which both parents continue to share re
sponsibility for dependent children, replace the notion of custody. 
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In spite of the trends noted above, one must be careful not to confuse 
one-parent households with one-parent families. The present data indicate 
that a significant minority of children continue to receive high levels of contact 
and support from their biological fathers after divorce. This finding serves as 
a reminder that, in spite of widely held stereotypes about divorce, a broad 
range of outcomes is possible. Future research that determines why some 
fathers continue to be closely involved with their children after divorce, while 
others disappear, would be most useful. 

Children's relationships with stepfathers 

Children report less support from stepfathers than from biological fathers in 
intact families. Although this is consistent with widely held views of step
father-stepchild conflict, relations with stepfathers appear to improve over 
time. In fact, children who have lived with stepfathers for six years or more 
report receiving a level of support which is comparable to that reported by 
children in intact families from their biological fathers. In addition, it appears 
that stepfathers, over time, come to take on many of the child-rearing re
sponsibilities of biological fathers. However, in contrast to the stereotype of 
the cruel and punitive stepfather, the use of coercive punishment from step
fathers remains at a relatively low level, regardless of the length of time spent 
together. 

These findings should provide some relief to members of stepfamilies, 
although the amount of time needed for everyone to settle in may be frus
tratingly slow. Therapists and counsellors can help to speed up this process 
of mutual acceptance by assisting stepchildren and stepfathers in working 
through any loyalty conflicts, divergent role expectations, or jealousies that 
interfere with the development of supportive relationships (Halperin and 
Smith, 1983). 

Children in stepfamilies also report a relatively high level of household 
responsibility. It seems likely that this is a carry-over from their days in one
parent households, and that children continue to maintain a high level of 
input into household management even after their mothers remarry. However, 
in spite of their high level of responsibilities, children in stepfamilies report 
no more decision-making autonomy than do children in intact families. This 
suggests a subtle source of stress in the stepchild role, and one that practitioners 
should be aware of. 
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Child competence in intact two-parent, 
one-parent, and step-parent households 

Divorce brings about numerous changes in the relationships between family 
members, and a variety of long-term outcomes is possible. For some children, 
divorce represents a change for the worse: a more tense relationship with 
mother, the virtual absence of a relationship with father, and a less cohesive 
environment at home. For other children, divorce represents an end to de
bilitating family conflict, a closer relationship with mother, the beginning of 
a new relationship with father, and a more mature and responsible role in the 
management of the household. Parental remarriage offers a comparable range 
of risks and opportunities. 

The effect of these changes on the development of children is an issue 
of public concern, and there are currently many stereotypes about children 
from broken homes - most of them bad. This chapter focuses on the im
plications of living in one-parent or step-parent households for children's well
being and competence. It begins by briefly reviewing the research literature 
on the effects of divorce and remarriage on children. Data from the Children 
in Families study are then presented, and are organised around three basic 
questions: How do parents view the effects of separation and divorce on their 
children? How do children describe their reactions to their parents' separation 
and divorce? Do children from intact two-parent, one-parent, and step-parent 
households differ in competence? 

Research on effects of separation/divorce on 
children 

A number of studies have attempted to document the effects of separation 
and divorce on children. Some have adopted the strategy of interviewing 
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divorced parents to determine their subjective views on their children's re
actions and adjustment to divorce. Sometimes children in divorced families 
are also interviewed. Other studies have adopted the strategy of comparing 
children in one-parent families with children in intact families on quantifiable 
outcomes such as tests of academic ability and achievement, assessments of 
behavioural and emotional adjustment, and rates of delinquency. Other re
search is clinical in nature and deals with distressed children who have been 
brought to the attention of psychiatrists, psychologists, and other practitioners. 
Each of these bodies of research is discussed below. 

Interview studies FA.MILY INFORMATION CENTRE 

AuaTRAlUN INSTITUTE OF FAMILY STUDIES 
Interviews with parents 300 QUEEN STREET 

Studies in which separated or divorced tMfd.nI~Ill~!I'illl1ev.ritW~di:)lggest that 
separation is stressful for children, .but that most children manage to adjust 
adequately over time. For example, Kurdek and Siesky (1979) found that 
although most parents reported that their children had initial adjustment 
problems, only 19 per cent reported continuing problems at the time of the 
interviews (which occurred, on average, four years after separation). Fur
thermore, 88 per cent of parents reported that their children had accepted 
the finality of divorce and 84 per cent reported that their children had benefited 
in some ways. Fulton (1979) found that 70 per cent of divorced parents 
reported behavioural and emotional symptoms in their children following 
divorce, and 48 per cent of mothers felt the divorce, overall, affected their 
children negatively. However, most parents could also point to ways in which 
the divorce had improved their children's lives. 

Similar results emerge from Australian studies. Burns (1980) found that 
35 per cent of divorced parents reported that their children were badly affected 
at the time of divorce, while 19 per cent reported no effects. The majority 
(71%) felt that their children had adapted successfully over time. In a New 
Zealand study, Clay and Robinson (1978) found that although most parents 
reported problems in their children at the time of separation (such as with
drawal and sleeping difficulties), many reported positive changes as well (such 
as greater parent-child closeness, better adjustment, and better school prog
ress). Overall, 63 per cent reported that their children's long-term adjustment 
was satisfactory. 

Interviews with children 

Interviews with children of divorce lead to conclusions similar to those noted 
above. In a study by Kurdek and Siesky (1980), a majority of children aged 
five to 19 reported that they were not adversely affected by their parents' 
divorce - even though they found it distressing - and most saw the divorce 
as a desirable alternative to continuing family conflict. Reinhard (1977) found 
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that children aged 12 to 18 did not generally hold negative views towards their 
parents' divorce; instead, most saw it as a reasonable solution to the problem 
of family conflict. Most children also reported that they had gained increased 
responsibility and maturity through the experience. Studies by Rosen (1977) 
in South Africa, McLoughlin and Whitfield (1985) in England, and Dunlop 
and Burns (1983) in Australia all yielded similar conclusions. 

Comparison studies 

Ability and achievement 

Research comparing children in separated and divorced families with children 
in intact families on objective measures such as school achievement and cog
nitive ability has yielded mixed results. Some studies found that children in 
one-parent families scored significantly lower on school achievement than did 
children in intact two-parent families, even with socio-economic status con
trolled (Guidobaldi et aI., 1983; Guidobaldi and Perry, 1984; Zakariya, 1982). 
In contrast, other studies found no difference between children in one-parent 
and intact two-parent families once family socio-economic status was con
trolled (Brackbill and Nichols, 1982, and Hammond, 1979, in the United 
States; Ferri, 1976, in England, and Smiley et aI., 1983, in Australia). 

An interesting result was obtained by Blanchard and Biller (1971), who 
found that children in father-absent families performed more poorly on a 
series of academic measures than did children in intact families with highly 
involved fathers. However, children in intact families whose fathers were 
largely unavailable performed as poorly as children in father-absent families. 
This study suggests that it is not family type, but the relationships between 
children and their parents, that have implications for children's school ability. 

Adjustment 

In relation to behavioural and emotional adjustment, the evidence is again 
mixed. Parish and Taylor (1979), and Young and Parish (1977) found lower 
self-esteem in children and adolescents from divorced families than from intact 
families. Similarly, Wyman et al. (1985) found that children of divorce had 
higher anxiety, lower perceived competence, and fewer friends than did chil
dren from intact families. In contrast, other studies have failed to find signi
ficant differences in self-concept, behaviour, or psychological adjustment 
between children from different family types (Ellison, 1983; Hammond, 1979; 
Hodges et aI., 1979; McLoughlin and Whitfield, 1985; Raschke and Raschke, 
1979). Additional insight is provided in studies by Hess and Camara (1979) 
and Hodges et al. (1984) which found that the quality of parent-child rela
tionships, family income, and the number of stressful life events were better 
predictors of children's adjustment than was family type. 
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Some studies found that negative effects on children were limited to the 
first few years after separation. For example, Kinard and Reinherz (1984) 
found that teacher and parent ratings of behavioural and emotional problems 
were higher for children from recently disrupted families than for children 
from intact families. But children from families that had been disrupted for 
a long period of time had no more problems than did children in intact families. 
In a longitudinal study, Hetherington et al. (1979) observed more negative 
behaviours and problems in social interaction among nursery school children 
from divorced families than from intact families. However, after a period of 
two years, differences between the two groups of children significantly de
clined for boys, and essentially disappeared for girls. 

Australian studies have generally found few effects of marital separation 
and divorce on children's emotional adjustment. Dunlop and Burns (1983) 
found no significant differences between adolescents from recently separated 
families and adolescents from intact families on a battery of measures of 
emotional well-being and adjustment. However, in divorcing families, adol
escents who perceived their families to be happier and less conflict-ridden 
since the separation scored significantly lower in anxiety and depression and 
had a more positive attitude towards school than did adolescents who did not 
share these views. Smiley et al. (1983) also found no differences between 
primary school children in intact and separated families in self-esteem or on 
ratings of adjustment provided by parents and teachers. Similarly, Bennington 
(1983) found no differences between a sample of children from recently sep
arated families and their classmates on teacher ratings of adjustment at school. 

A different Australian result was obtained by Harper and Ryder (1986), 
who found that male high school students from separated or divorced families 
had lower self-esteem and were less close to both parents than were male 
students from intact families. These atypical results may be due to the fact 
that students came from a Catholic school - a population in which divorced 
families are likely to face particularly high levels of social stigma. 

Deviance 

Many early studies found that children from divorced families .bad higher rates 
of juvenile delinquency than did children from intact families (e.g. Glueck 
and Glueck, 1950). However, many of these studies failed to control for social 
class and family income, making their findings suspect (Bane, 1976). Never
theless, recent research continues to suggest an association between family 
disruption and adolescent deviance. Stern et al. (1984) found that adolescent 
boys from father-absent homes, compared with those from intact families, 
reported higher levels of alcohol use, drug use, and sexual activity. Similarly, 
Dornbusch et al. (1985) found that adolescents from mother-only households, 
compared with adolescents from intact families, had higher scores on a sum
mary deviance index based on contacts with the law, arrests, running away 
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from home, smoking, truancy, and receiving school discipline. This association 
remained significant even after controlling for socio-economic status. Finally, 
Rickel and Langner (1985) found that adolescents from fatherless families 
and stepfather families had higher levels of mother-reported delinquent be
haviour than did adolescents from intact families. 

In spite of the consistency of these findings, statistical effects were gen
erally weak, and in none of these studies was neighbourhood of residence 
controlled - a variable strongly associated with delinquency (Rutter, 1981). 
Furthermore, these studies did not distinguish between serious forms of crim
inal deviance and other less serious activities that may simply reflect the 
common adolescent predilection for 'being where the action is'. 

Clinical studies 

A number of clinical studies exist of children from separated and divorced 
families. Although these studies are valuable in illustrating what can go wrong 
in extreme cases, they cannot be interpreted as representing what happens 
to the majority of children. By definition, these studies only demonstrate what 
happens to children who are seriously enough affected by separation - often 
in conjunction with a variety of other life stressors - to bring them to clinical 
attention. 

Probably the best known study along these lines was conducted by 
Wallerstein and Kelly (1980). This was a longitudinal study of 60 divorced 
families involving 131 children and adolescents. At six months after separation, 
Wallerstein and Kelly found clinical evidence of anxiety, behavioural prob
lems, psychosomatic symptoms, depression, and low self-esteem in most chil
dren. Approximately one year later, most of these symptoms had diminished, 
although they continued to persist in a minority of children. However, at the 
time of a five-year follow-up, slightly more than one-third of these children 
were either unhappy with their lives or depressed, and 30 per cent continued 
to strongly disapprove of their parents' divorce. Other clinicians have noted 
a variety of emotional disorders, neurotic symptoms, and behaviour problems 
in children of divorce (Anthony, 1974; Kalter and Rembar, 1981; Sorosky, 
1977). 

Age differences in reactions to separation 

A number of studies have found that children of different ages react differently 
to parental separation. Wallerstein and Kelly (1980) found that preschool 
children often displayed fear and clinging behaviour, bewilderment, fantasy 
denial, aggressiveness, and feelings of guilt. School-aged children, whose 
understanding of divorce was better than that of preschool children, experi
enced grief, a yearning for the departed parent, and anger. Adolescents, who 
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were less dependent on their families than younger children, exhibited feelings 
of mourning, anger, loyalty conflicts, and concern about their own future 
marriage. Wallerstein and Kelly suggested that, of the three age groups, 
preschool children were the most vulnerable because of their immaturity and 
inability to rationally understand the situation. However, a 10-year follow-up 
of preschool children by Wallerstein (1984) revealed that few appeared to be 
particularly troubled. 

Kurdek and Siesky (1980) found that adolescents exhibited better divorce 
adjustment than did primary school children, although children in all age 
groups exhibited some problems. In a study of children aged one to 18, Hodges 
and Bloom (1984) found that children under eight exhibited more behaviour 
management problems, while older children and adolescents exhibited more 
signs of depression. Kalter and Rembar (1981) found that marital dissolution 
at ages three to five was associated with aggressive behaviour, while marital 
dissolution at ages six or more was associated with academic problems and 
school truancy. These studies suggest that, although children in different age 
groups exhibit different types of problems, no age group is immune from ill 
effects. 

Sex differences in reactions to separation 

Studies of separation and divorce have often revealed more detrimental effects 
for boys than for girls (Rutter, 1971; Hetherington et aI., 1979, 1982; Wall
erstein and Kelly, 1980). As noted in Chapter 3, Rutter (1971) suggested that 
this may be because boys generally succumb more readily than girls to psy
chological stress. Alternatively, Hetherington (1979) noted that boys, com
pared with girls, may be exposed to more conflict, may receive less support 
from parents and others (because they are seen as tougher), and may be more 
disliked by custodial mothers (because they resemble their fathers). From a 
resources perspective, it is pertinent to note that boys are more likely than 
girls to lose contact with the same-sex parent, since mother custody is the 
most common post-divorce arrangement. As discussed in Chapters 2 and 4, 
fathers in intact families are important interpersonal resources for children, 
particularly for boys. It seems probable, then, that separation from the father 
represents a greater loss of resources for boys than for girls. In spite of the 
plausibility of these explanations, other studies have either failed to find sex 
differences (e.g. Whitehead, 1978) or have found that boys in divorced families 
fare better than girls (Slater et aI., 1983). 

Summary of effects of separation/ divorce on children 

On the basis of previous studies, it appears that children in recently separated 
families, compared with children in intact families, are likely to exhibit poorer 
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school achievement, more emotional problems, more psychosomatic symp
toms, more forms of behaviour defined as deviant, and more negative feelings 
such as sadness or anger. In a small minority of children, these effects are 
severe enough to warrant clinical attention. 

However, many of these problems are probably due to the conflict 
between parents that preceded the separation, rather than to the separation 
itself. In addition, it is important to distinguish short-term from long-term 
effects. Longitudinal studies indicate that most negative effects on children 
are considerably attenuated within two years of parental separation, and 
interviews with both parents and children indicate satisfactory long-term ad
justment in the majority of cases. Reviewers such as Hetherington (1979), 
Goetting (1981), Longfellow (1979), and Smiley and Goldsmith (1981) have 
concluded that long-term deficits in most children's development due to pa
rental divorce have not been convincingly demonstrated. 

Effects of remarriage on children 

Views on the impact of remarriage on children are mixed. Some perspectives 
suggest that the addition of a replacement role model (usually the father) 
results in improved outcomes for children (particularly boys). Wallerstein and 
Kelly (1980) found that young children tended to react to stepfathers in 
positive ways and quickly became attached. Other perspectives, however, 
suggest that parental remarriage can have a detrimental effect on children. 
Thies (1977) argued that remarriage, rather than replacing the loss of a parent, 
can accentuate feelings of loss, particularly if children are still engaged in grief 
resolution at the time of remarriage. 

These conflicting perspectives have not been resolved through empirical 
research. Relatively few studies have examined children's adjustment and 
development in stepfamilies, and most of these have used clinical samples. 
Furthermore, the few existing studies have not yielded consistent findings. 
In one large-scale survey, Rickel and Langner (1985) found that children 
living with stepfathers tended to score higher than children from either intact 
or fatherless families on a variety of measures of mother-reported malad
justment. In contrast, Wilson et al. (1975) found virtually no differences 
between children who grew up with a stepfather and children who did not. 
And, in a study of inner-city families, Rutter (1979) found that the remarriage 
or repartnering of divorced mothers largely mitigated the negative effects of 
family disruption on children. In a review of the available literature undertaken 
by Ganong and Coleman (1984), the authors concluded that, although some 
studies indicate poorer outcomes for children living in stepfamilies compared 
with intact or one-parent families, the majority indicate that parental remar
riage is not related to behavioural or emotional problems in children. How
ever, the authors also pointed out that more research needs to be conducted. 
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In the spirit of the above recommendation, the next section turns to the 
Children in Families study to examine children's imd parents' reports of di
vorce adjustment. 

Parents' accounts of children's reactions 

In this section, mothers in one-parent and step-parent households were asked 
to comment on their children's reactions to divorce. As in Chapter 5, families 
in which fathers retained custody are not considered as their number in the 
sample was quite small. 

Children's awareness of problems 

Mothers were asked several questions about their children's awareness of 
conflict in the family. The first was 'Before you separated, how aware was 
your child that you were not getting along?' Across the entire sample, 48 per 
cent of mothers responded that the child was completely aware, whereas 50 
per cent responded that the child was not aware - 2 per cent didn't know. 
Mothers' responses were related to children's ages at the time of separation, 
with older children being more aware than younger children. However, a 
substantial percentage of preschool aged children (29% ) were said to be aware 
of the conflict, and a good number of adolescents (14%) were said to be 
completely unaware. 

A second question was 'Do you think your child had any expectation 
that the separation might take place?' Across the entire sample, 26 per cent 
of mothers said 'yes' and 71 per cent said 'no' - 3 per cent didn't know. 
Once again, responses to this question were related to the age of the child 
at the time of separation, with older children being more likely to have 
expected the separation than younger children. However, even among chil
dren who were 12 years or older at the time, 43 per cent were reported as 
having no expectation that a separation was imminent. 

When asked, 'Did you discuss with your child the possibility of sepa
ration?' 36 per cent of mothers responded 'yes'. Mothers were more likely 
to report discussing the separation with older than with younger children. 
However, even for children who were in their teens at the time, only about 
half the mothers ever discussed the separation. 

These responses indicate that many children were not well-prepared for 
their parents' separation. A substantial minority of children were not aware 
that their parents were contemplating separation, and many were not even 
aware that their parents did not get along well. Apparently, most parents do 
not see it as being necessary to inform their children of their plans to separate 
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or divorce. Some parents may be too concerned with their own problems to 
talk to their children, others may feel that they are protecting their children 
by not letting them know about family problems, and others may be too 
embarrassed to disuss intimate matters with their children. This reluctance 
to discuss family problems with children is regrettable, for Wallerstein and 
Kelly (1980) found that children who were surprised and unprepared for their 
parents' separation had a more difficult time adjusting than children who 
expected it. 

Children s reactions to separation 

Mothers were asked, 'How did your child react to the separation?' Their 
responses were coded into a series of categories, allowing up to three responses 
per case. The pattern of responses did not appear to vary with the child's 
present age or sex, but was related to the age of the child at the time of 
separation. These responses appear in Table 6.1 where they have been 
grouped into negative, neutral, and positive categories. 

Table 6.1 Percentage of parents providing negative, neutral, and 
positive responses to the question, 'How did your child react 
to the separation?' 

Child Response Time since separation 
age level 

2 years 3-5 6 years Combined 
or less years or more 

Primary 
Negative 56 55 19 42 
Neutral 44 50 81· 60 
Positive 8 5 0 4 
Don't know 4 5 0 3 

Secondary 
Negative 54 75 32 41 
Neutral 15 50 72 56 
Positive 46 19 3 15 
Don't know 8 0 5 4 

Note: Percentages add to more than 100 because multiple responses were allowed. Cell sizes are 
primary 1-2 years (n = 25), primary 3-5 years (n = 22), primary 6 years or more (n = 26), 
secondary 1-2 years (n = 13), secondary 3-5 years (n = 16), secondary 6 years or more 
(n = 39). 

Overall, 42 per cent of mothers of primary school children and 41 per cent 
of mothers of adolescents reported negative reactions. For children in both 
age groups, the percentage was higher if the separation had happened within 
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the previous two years than if it had happened six or more years earlier. The 
most common negative reaction involved feelings of general sadness; this was 
reported by one quarter of all mothers. Behaviour problems (10%), anger 
(9%), social withdrawal (7%), and school problems (5%) were also noted. 
Some examples of mothers' responses, with the age level of the child at the 
time of separation, are provided below. 

Very badly. He went against me - blamed me. Started to bed wet, dirty his pants, 
have nightmares. I had to take him to a psychiatrist. (preschool) 

He thought he was responsible for the separation even though he was only three. 
(preschool) 

Very depressed. Felt rejected. Said, 'At least I still have you mum.' (primary 
school) 

He was very hurt. He became rebellious and very aggressive. But he's settled 
down now. (adolescent) 

Terrible. She blamed me for it. Angry with me. (adolescent) 

Although negative reactions were common, many mothers reported that 
these initial reactions improved over time. Others noted a mixture of positive 
and negative outcomes. 

He tried very hard to assimilate it. It took up to 12 months. Superficially he coped. 
Everyone said how well he coped. He became a bit moody and his school work 
suffered. Teachers helped and extended family - my side and his father's mother 
- were there to help. After about 12 months he became more mature and more 
independent. He's very self-possessed and mature for his age. (adolescent) 

Neutral responses were given by mothers for 60 per cent of primary 
school children and 56 per cent of adolescents. At both age levels, mothers 
were more likely to describe the child's reactions in neutral terms if the 
separation occurred six or more years ago. This suggests that, as far as mothers 
were concerned, most children who were relatively young at the time of 
separation were only modestly affected - if they were affected at all. Com
monly reported neutral reactions were that the child was too young to be 
affected (24%), that the child did not change (17%), and that the child 
accepted it readily (16%). 

She was too young to understand the separation. (preschool) 

Quite well . .. I asked her if she wished he were here. She said, 'Not if he makes 
you cry mummy.' (preschool) 

He didn't seem to react at all. (primary school) 
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She handled it and accepted it . .. I don't think there was a great loss to her in 
not being with her dad. They were kept pretty busy and they had grandparents. 
(primary school) 

Positive reactions were cited by 9 per cent of mothers overall. Positive 
reactions were most likely to be reported if the separation occurred recently 
rather than in the distant past. Relief from conflict and tension was the most 
commonly cited positive reaction. 

(She) felt relief that the situation was finally resolved. (adolescent) 

She was upset for me but relieved because we weren't getting along together. They 
knew their father was having an affair which I didn't know about. They no longer 
had to hide it from me. (adolescent) 

Children's feelings about separation 

After an initial series of questions on household jobs, pocket money, and 
siblings, children were asked about their parents' separation. The first question 
was, 'How did you feel when your father left?' Children's answers were coded 
into a set of categories, with up to two responses recorded per child. The 
responses did not vary much by the sex or age of the child, but did vary with 
the length of time since parental separation. In Table 6.2 children's responses 
have been grouped into broad categories of negative, neutral, and positive. 

Table 6.2 Percentage of children providing negative, neutral, and 
positive responses to the question, 'How did you feel when 
your father left?' 

Child Response Time since separation 
age level 

2 years 3-5 6 years Combined 
or less years or more 

Primary 
Negative 56 55 23 44 
Neutral 8 5 0 4 
Positive 12 5 4 7 
Don't know 28 45 73 49 

Secondary 
Negative 69 69 23 43 
Neutral 31 25 10 18 
Positive 23 12 3 9 
Don't know 8 6 72 44 

Note: Percentages add to more than 100 because multiple responses were allowed. Cell sizes are 
primary 1-2 years (n = 25), primary 3-5 years (n = 22), primary 6 years or more (n = 26), 
secondary 1-2 years (n = 13), secondary 3-5 years (n = 16), secondary 6 years or more 
(n = 39). 
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Negative comments were given by 44 per cent of primary school children 
and 43 per cent of adolescents. However, for children at both age levels, 
negative responses were more likely to be given if the separation occurred 
within the last five years than if it occurred six or more years ago. A variety 
of responses fell into this category, including feelings of shock, sadness, anger, 
confusion, and general distress. 

When he left the last time he had another girlfriend. I was really shocked. He just 
said, 'I've found what I wanted,' and I was so shocked I just ran out. (boy aged 
9) 

I wasn't happy. I used to cry. (girl aged 9) 

I felt horrible, because then I thought I didn't have a father, and then mum didn't 
have a driver's licence and I couldn't go anywhere. (boy aged 9) 

I felt really sad, really upset. I felt like I was a rag doll being pulled by both arms 
because they both wanted me. Didn't know which way to turn. (girl aged 15) 

Neutral comments were rare among primary school children (4%) but 
were somewhat more common among adolescents (18%). These children 
generally said that the departure of their fathers had little effect on them or 
made little difference. 

It didn't really bother me because I was only six at the time. Everyone says they're 
sorry if they know mum and dad are divorced, but it doesn't really worry me. 
(boy aged 16) 

Another common neutral response was that children expected their 
parents' separation. This was not mentioned by any primary school children, 
but was said by 13 per cent of adolescents. This age difference probably 
reflects the fact that adolescents, compared with younger children, have a 
better understanding of social relationships and are more likely to be aware 
that parents are having problems. This response was more common if the 
separation had occurred within the last two years than if it had occurred six 
or more years ago (23% versus 5%). 

Well, I knew it had to come because he'd been living away from home for ages. 
He just came home for a drink of beer. That's all. I knew it'd eventually come. 
/' d already been prepared. (boy aged 15) 

The third response category involved positive emotions such as feeling relieved 
or pleased. These feelings were mentioned by 7 per cent of primary school 
children and 9 per cent of adolescents. The frequency of this response also 
varied over time, with children whose parents had separated within the last 
two years being most likely to give this response and children whose parents 
had been separated for six years or more being least likely to give this response. 
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A case-by-case analysis revealed that most were from households with par
ticularly high levels of preseparation conflict between parents - and some
times between parents and children. 

When dad was happy he was nice, but sometimes he got mad and then he got 
pretty mean. It was pretty quiet when he was gone, and after that I got used to 
it. I was relieved that he wouldn't belt any of us and smack us or do anything bad 
to us. (girl aged 9) 

Well, I didn't really mind because my mum and dad had a lot of arguments all 
the time. It was really upsetting so I didn't really like it. I was sort of glad. (girl 
aged 17) 

Well, we were relieved in one way because of the arguments. They used to argue 
every night. Then again we missed him, because I've always got on better with 
my father than my mother. But I don't mind because I can go up to dad's any 
night of the week. I've always got a bed there. (boy aged 16) 

Finally, 'don't know' responses were given frequently by both primary 
school children (49%) and adolescents (44%). Of those children who gave 
this response, the great majority (86%) claimed they could not remember 
how they felt because the separation had occurred so long ago. Consistent 
with children's own interpretations, these responses were most likely to be 
given if the separation occurred six years ago or longer. This suggests that 
memories of the separation tended to become less clear over time for most 
children. However, those children from relatively recently separated families 
who claimed that they could not remember or didn't know may have been 
avoiding (or repressing) their feelings, unwilling to talk about their feelings 
to the interviewer, or simply unable to put their feelings into words. 

Overall, the pattern of responses is consistent with previous studies 
indicating that many children react to parental separation with feelings of 
distress and sadness. However, a wide range of reactions was observed, and 
a notable minority of children reported being pleased. 

Mother-child consistency 

A comparison of Tables 6.1 and 6.2 reveals some consistency in the pattern 
of responses. Firstly, both reveal a wide range of child reactions: some bad, 
some good, and some neutral. Secondly, the large number of children who 
claimed that they were too young to remember how they felt if the separation 
occurred more than five years ago is consistent with the large number of 
mothers who said that their children were unaffected at the time. In fact, of 
those children who said they could not remember, 76 per cent had mothers 
who said their children were unaffected (i.e. gave a neutral response). This 
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suggests that the departure of the father was not associated with either marked 
disturbances in very young children - at least in the minds of mothers - or 
with strong memories that persisted in the minds of children. 

However, some differences were also apparent. Adolescents were more 
likely than mothers to report negative reactions and less likely to report 
positive reactions, particularly if the separation occurred within the previous 
five years. This suggests that mothers, to a certain extent, may have under
estimated the degree of stress involved for adolescents. 

To more clearly determine the level of agreement between the two, 
mothers' reports of negative reactions in children after separation were directly 
compared with their own children's reports. Across all children in the sample, 
in 44 per cent of families both mothers and children reported no negative 
reactions, and in 25 per cent of families both reported negative reactions, 
resulting in an '.agreement' rate of 69 per cent. Disagreements were almost 
equally likely to go in either direction: in 16 per cent of cases mothers reported 
negative reactions but children did not, and in 15 per cent of cases children 
reported negative reactions but mothers did not. This indicates that, although 
agreement was h~ss than perfect, neither source appeared to be biased towards 
a more or less negative account. As suggested by a comparison of Tables 6.1 
and 6.2, levels of parent--child agreement tended to be slightly higher for 
younger children than for adolescents (72% versus 65%). 

Children's feelings now 

After being asked about their initial feelings, children were asked, 'How do 
you feel about it now?' Up to two responses were recorded per child. Re
sponses varied little with the length of time since separation; however, for 
the sake of consistency with the previous table, length of time is included in 
Table 6.3. 

The most frequent responses for children at both age levels were neutral 
in tone. The most common type of neutral response was that children accepted 
or adjusted to the situation. Although not indicated in Table 6.3, this particular 
answer was given by 29 per cent of primary school children and 41 per cent 
of adolescents. 

(At first) I felt sad . .. Then after a while I got used to it, because I saw how 
much my mum didn't like him. Because they used to fight a lot, it ended up in 
a real big fight. (girl aged 15) 

You get amazed at how quickly you adjust. There was no anger, couldn't put the 
blame on anyone. (boy aged 15) 
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Table 6.3 Percentage of children providing negative, neutral, and 
positive responses to the question, 'How do you feel now 
about your father leaving?' 

Age level Response Time since separation 

2 years 3-5 6 years Combined 
or less years or more 

Primary 
Negative 40 27 15 27 
Neutral 64 54 58 59 
Positive 8 9 11 10 
Don't know 4 9 15 10 

Secondary 
Negative 8 12 13 12 
Neutral 85 94 74 81 
Positive 15 0 15 12 
Don't know 0 0 8 4 

Note: Percentages add to more than 100 because multiple responses were allowed. Cell sizes are 
primary 1-2 years (n = 25), primary 3-5 years (n = 22), primary 6 years or more (n = 26), 
secondary 1-2 years (n = 13), secondary 3-5 years (n = 16), secondary 6 years or more 
(n = 39). 

Another common neutral response, given by 11 per cent of primary 
school children and 28 per cent of adolescents, was that they didn't care or 
that it didn't bother them much. 

I don't feel very upset. Like, I'm a tiny bit upset, but I'm still happy. (boy aged 
9) 

I don't really mind - it doesn't worry me the slightest bit. Mum's happy now 
- dad isn't. I like dad but I haven't got that much sympathy for him. (boy aged 
15) . 

I don't think I'd have it any other way really. I've grown accustomed to it - just 
doesn't worry me. Speak about it freely. (boy aged 16) 

Negative responses, involving continuing distress, sadness, or problems, 
were given by 27 per cent of primary school children and 12 per cent of 
adolescents. There was a tendency for this response to be more frequently 
given by younger children if their parents had separated within the last two 
years than if their parents had separated six or more years ago. No difference 
over time was observed for adolescents. 

I want him to come back. (girl aged 9) 

First I went with mum, then I didn't like it with her 'cause she was married to a 
man and I didn't like it. Then I went back to dad and me dad got married. This 
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is my problem - I go and live with me dad, then I go and live with me mum, 
because I love them both. (boy aged 9) 

(I feel) awful still. But my mum's happier now so I'm glad they're divorced. Plus 
I don't like my father. (girl aged 15) 

One particular negative response, that children wished their parents 
would get back together again, was given by 12 per cent of younger children 
and 4 per cent of adolescents. Interestingly, the frequency of this response 
did not vary with the length of time since parental separation. 

I feel a bit sad and I wish that they would get back together again - just so we 
could be a whole family. (girl aged 9) 

I've still always got that wish that they'd get back together again. But I don't think 
they ever will, so I've just learned to accept it. (girl aged 16) 

Ten per cent of primary school children and 12 per cent of adolescents 
reported that they were pleased with the results of their parents' separation. 
The frequency of this response did not vary with the length of time since 
parents' separation. 

I feel better than I would usually be when he was there. (girl aged 9) 

I'm glad he's gone, because of the way he treats me. And he promises the other 
kids so much and has never done anything about it. (girl aged 15) 

Can't imagine mum and dad being together because they're very different now. 
And I think perhaps that was the best, because mum and I have a very good 
relationship, I reckon. And I don't think that would've been - not that it wouldn't 
have been good - but the relationship that's there now wouldn't have been 
possible. And mum's more happy and dad's more happy. (girl aged 14) 

Summary of parents' and children's accounts of adjustment 

According to both parents and children, separation is not experienced similarly 
by all children. Instead, there is a diversity of reactions, with some children 
experiencing problems, some children experiencing relief, and some children. 
experiencing little change. These reactions appear to be related to the age 
of the child at the time of separation. Both mothers and children claim that 
children who were very young at the time of separation were only minimally 
affected by the departure of their fathers. This is in contrast to Wallerstein 
and Kelly (1980) who argued that preschool children are particularly vulner
.able to parental separation because of their dependency on parents and in
ability to fully understand events. Nevertheless, given the fact that some· 
Australian fathers are only minimally involved with their children (see Chapter 
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2), particularly in conflictive families (see Chapter 4), it would not be surprising 
to find that many young children experience little change when their fathers 
leave home. 

Based on the accounts of both children and parents, most children adjust 
reasonably well over time. As one would expect, the longer the time since 
separation, the more likely children are to report accepting the situation or 
not caring about it. Of course, the fact that most children claim to have come 
to terms with their feelings may be mere bravado, and the fact that most 
parents claim to have well-adjusted children may be mere rationalisation. But 
these conclusions are alsp consistent with research using objective measures 
of adjustment reviewed in the first part of this chapter. 

However, in spite of the fact that most children appear to adjust well, 
some children, particularly those of primary school age, report continuing 
distress. There appears to be a significant minority of children who harboured 
negative feelings about their parents' divorce for long periods of time - in 
a few cases for periods up to 10 years. These unhappy children should not 
be forgotten in our enthusiasm to embrace the more general finding that most 
children appear to cope adequately. 

Family type and child competence 

The responses of children and parents described in the previous sections are 
suggestive, but impressionistic. Although the views of parents and children 
are important in their own right, a more precise understanding of the long
term implications of a change in family type for children's development can 
be obtained through a quantitative comparison of children's competence 
scores. Accordingly, in this section, differences in competence between chil
dren living in intact, one-parent, and step-parent households are examined. 

Data analysis 

.As in Chapter 5, the analysis in this section omits those children who lost a 
parent through death, those whose mothers were never married, and those 
in father-custody families. 

The first step involved a multivariate test (MANCOV A) to see if child 
competence was related to family type, overall. The dependent variables were 
the six competence measures described in Chapter 4: reading ability, life skills, 
self-esteem, social competence, self-control, and independence. Family type, 
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child age level, and sex of child served as factors, and the covariates were the 
same as those described in Chapter 5: family SES, the number of children 
in the household, the number of children living outside the household, and 
mother's employment status. This analysis revealed a significant effect for 
family type (p < .001), indicating that children in the three family groups 
differed in their overall level of competence. Accordingly, separate analyses 
of covariance were carried out for each form of competence. 

The means for the six competence variables, adjusted for all covariates, 
are presented in Figure 6.1 for primary school children and Figure 6.2 for 
adolescents. These figures can be interpreted as 'competence profiles' for 
children living in the three family types. In discussing these profiles below, 
only significant effects (p < .05) are noted. (For a more technical description 
of these data, see Amato and Ochiltree, in press a.) 

Reading ability 

Children's reading scores differed significantly in the three family types. Figure 
6.1 indicates that primary school children in stepfamilies scored lowest in 
reading ability and children in intact families scored highest. These results 
indicate that living in a stepfamily - but not living in a one-parent household 
- was associated with a low level of reading ability. This pattern of results 
suggests that the cumulative changes involved in both parental divorce and 
remarriage may be detrimental to the acquisition of reading skills in young 
children. Figure 6.2 indicates that adolescents in the three family types differed 
little in reading ability, although adolescents in stepfamilies, as was the case 
with younger children, scored lowest. This suggests that younger children are 
more vulnerable than older children to the disruptive effects of parental 
remarriage, possibly because their reading skills are still being acquired. 

Life skills 

Children in the three family types differed significantly in their level of life 
skills competence. Examining the competence profiles indicates that, at both. 
age levels, children in intact families had slightly lower levels of skills than 
did children in one-parent families and stepfamilies. This finding is consistent 
with Kurdek and Siesky (1979), Weiss (1979a, 1979b), and the material pre
sented in Chapter 5, indicating that children in disrupted families take on 
additional household responsibilities. Presumably, an increased number of 
demands on children to help out around the house make it necessary for them 
to learn everyday skills at an earlier age than their counterparts in intact 
families. 
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Figure 6.1 Competence profiles for primary school children in 
intact two-parent, one-parent, and step-parent 
households 
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Figure 6.2 Competence profiles for secondary school children 
in intact two-parent, one-parent, and step-parent 
households 
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An analysis of individual life-skills items was consistent with this inter
pretation. At the primary school level, children in step-parent and one-parent 
households were more likely than children in intact families to know how to 
change their sheets, wash the dishes, and sweep or vacuum - all activities 
that reflect a greater role in household management. At the secondary school 
level, adolescents in step-parent and one-parent families were more likely 
than children in intact families to know how to cook, use a washing machine, 
change a light globe, use public transport, and find their way alone in the 
city. These differences suggest that adolescents in non-intact families, com
pared with those in intact families, not only helped out more around the 
house, but were more independent in terms of mobility as well. 

Self-esteem 

In relation to self-esteem, Figures 6.1 and 6.2 indicate that children in step
families scored lowest, regardless of age level. However, the analysis revealed 
a complex and significant interaction between variables, and inspection of 
adjusted cell means indicated that the low self-esteem of children in step
families was principally due to low scores for primary school girls and adol
escent boys. 

Some studies have found that young boys often take readily to their 
stepfathers, particularly if they have lost touch with their biological fathers 
(Wallerstein and Kelly, 1980). Young girls, in contrast, may be less enthu
siastic. As noted in Chapters 2 and 4, daughters tend to report more support 
from mothers than sons do, and relationships between mothers and their 
daughters may become particularly strong during the time they live together 
in a one-parent household. Not surprisingly, then, daughters may be more 
likely than sons to experience the entry of a stepfather as a threat, and the 
change in the mother's attention from the daughter to the stepfather may be 
interpreted by them as a sign of rejection. A drop in self-esteem may be the 
result. 

A different pattern of events is likely to occur among adolescents. Many 
boys in one-parent families may come to feel that they have taken over as 
'man of the house.' And, as noted in the previous chapter, adolescents in 
one-parent families tend to have more autonomy than do children in other 
family types. The entry of the stepfather may herald a drop in status for many 
adolescent boys and is likely to result in some of their previous freedom being 
restricted. This decrease in status and autonomy for adolescent boys in step
families may account for their relatively low self-esteem. Although these 
interpretations are rather speculative, they would make interesting hypotheses 
for future studies. 
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Social competence 

In relation to social competence, the analysis revealed no significant differ
ences of any kind. 

Self-control 

For self-control, a significant difference emerged between family types, as 
well as a significant interaction between age level and family type. The nature 
of the interaction can be determined by comparing Figures 6.1 and 6.2. 
Younger children in stepfamilies scored considerably lower than did children 
in other family types. However, adolescents in stepfamilies had a mean score 
comparable to that of other adolescents. 

The reason why primary school children in stepfamilies should score so' 
low in self-control is unclear. It is probable that the difficult behaviour of 
these children is related to the conflict and tensions which are often present 
in stepfamilies (Visher and Visher, 1983). Disruptive and out-of-control be
haviour on the part of young children often springs from feelings of insecurity 
and can represent attempts at gaining attention (Wolff, 1973). In stepfamilies, 
this may be a reaction to feelings of jealousy and resentment towards the 
stepfather. Living with stepsiblings, which may lead to feelings of rivalry, 
could also cause children to exhibit behaviour control problems. 

Independence 

Finally, for the independence measure no effects involving family type were 
significant. 

Summary of family type differences in child competence 

These results do not suggest that children from 'broken homes' are in any 
sense at risk or disadvantaged in the development of competence. Indeed, 
children from one-parent households at both age levels appear to be essentially 
equivalent to children from intact two-parent families in general competence. 
And on one form of competence, practical life skills, they tend to score higher 
than children in intact families. 

If anything, it appears to be children from stepfamilies that have a 
disadvantage. These children, compared with children in other family types, 
have lower levels of reading ability, self-control, and self-esteem (although 
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these differences are only apparent for some age and sex groups). These 
findings suggest that gaining a new parent can be more debilitating than losing 
an old one. This conclusion is different from that of Ganong and Coleman 
(1984) who argued that there is little evidence that children in stepfamilies 
are different from children in other family types in adjustment or ability. 
However, as they noted, most previous studies have been based on small and 
non-random samples, and more research is needed. 

Although differences between family types were significant, it is neces
sary to point out that family type only accounted for small percentages of the 
variance in each form of competence. Family type on its own, and in interaction 
with children's age level and sex, accounted for the following percentages of 
variance: 5.1 per cent reading ability, 1.5 per cent life skills, 4.3 per cent self
esteem, 3.3 per cent social competence, 7.9 per cent self-control, and 1.5 per 
cent independence. The small proportions of variance accounted for reflect 
the trends in Figures 6.1 and 6.2 for the differences in competence scores 
between groups of children to generally be no more than a few points. This 
supports the conclusion of Hetherington (1981), Goetting (1981), and Long
fellow (1979) that, although family type is important, its effects are relatively 
weak. 

It is also of interest to note that no support was found for the notion 
that boys are more negatively affected by divorce than girls (e.g. Hetherington 
et aI., 1979; Wallerstein and Kelly, 1980). In other words, no significant 
interactions were obtained between family type and sex of child for any form 
of competence. (The only exception was among children in stepfamilies, where 
primary school girls and adolescent boys were found to have relatively low 
self-esteem.) As for age differences, some support was found for the notion 

. that younger children are more affected by family changes than older children, 
although this was mainly in relation to stepfamilies. That is, younger children 
in stepfamilies, but not adolescents, had relatively low reading ability and 
self-control. This suggests that older children, in some ways, are better able 
than younger children to cope with any upheaval associated with parental 
remarriage. 

Family type and child problems 

Given the level of public concern about the possible effects of separation and 
divorte' on children, additional analyses were carried out looking at the fre
quency of certain child problems in the three family types. These analyses, 
based on chi-square tests (see Appendix 2) revealed that parents in intact, 
one-parent, and step-parent families were about equally likely to report that 

, 
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their children had been seriously ill (31 % overall), had missed more than two 
weeks of school during the last year (16%), had ever run away from home 
(11 %), had ever seriously disrupted the family (6%), or had ever been in any 
kind of trouble with the police (27% of adolescents) or gone to court (8% 
of adolescents). 

Some differences, however, were apparent. According to parents, pri
mary school children in intact families were significantly less likely to have 
ever been to a counsellor or psychologist than were children in one-parent 
or step-parent families (8% versus 25% and 25% respectively). Not surpris
ingly, the reasons for attending counselling usually had to do with emotional 
or behavioural problems resulting from the parents' separation or divorce. 
This finding is consistent with the trend noted above for many children and 
parents to have reported emotional and behavioural problems around the 
time of family breakup. On the one hand, the fact that one-fourth of children 
were taken in for counselling indicates that many mothers perceived the effects 
on their children at the time to have been relatively serious. On the other 
hand, the fact that so many mothers sought help for their children reflects 
a rather enlightened view, given that counselling can often do a great deal 
of good for troubled children. Interestingly, no differences between family 
types emerged for adolescents. 

In addition, for primary school children, mothers in intact families were 
significantly less likely than mothers in one-parent or step-parent families to 
report that they had ever been asked to come to their child's school because 
of a behaviour problem (7% versus 15% and 28% respectively). Differences 
between family types were also significant for adolescents (21 % versus 32% 
and 44% respectively). Disrupting the class, truancy, and smoking were the 
most commonly cited problems by mothers. Similarly, mothers in intact fam
ilies were significantly less likely than mothers in other family types to report 
that their adolescent children hated or strongly disliked school (5% versus 
9% and 19% respectively). (No difference was found for primary school 
children.) The fact that children in stepfamilies were most likely to exhibit 
problems at school and to hold negative attitudes towards school is consistent 
with the data reported earlier on competence. 

Adolescents were also asked if they smoked cigarettes, drank alcohol, 
or used marijuana. Comparisons across family types revealed that adolescents 
in intact families were less likely than those in one-parent households or 
stepfamilies to smoke cigarettes (24% versus 36% and 28%) or drink alcohol 
(45% versus 57% and 69%) often or sometimes. Very few adolescents in any 
family type admitted ever using marijuana. Although cigarette smoking and 
alcohol consumption cannot be regarded as major forms of deviance - given 
that they are widespread in Australian society - these results do reflect a 
trend for adolescents from disrupted families to act in more 'grown-up' ways 
and, perhaps, to challenge adult authority a little. 
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Case studies of families after separation 

In this section, case studies are presented to illustrate the range of children's 
family situations after parental separation. These cases have been selected 
to represent different points in time and different stages of family adaptation. 

) Many of the trends noted in Chapters 5 and 6 can be found in these cases. 
The first case is that of a child who had experienced parental separation 

within the previous year. 

Ruth 

Ruth, aged 8, lived with her mother and older sister in a rented flat. Her parents 
had divorced eight months ago, and her father retained possession of the family 
home. Ruth's family lived on government benefits and maintenance paid by the 
father. The drop in income created problems, and Ruth's mother said that they 
'can rarely go out now and can't afford holidays'. Ruth's mother described her 
family life as complicated, tense, and stressful and admitted that she felt de
pressed fairly often. Ruth said that meals were never at a set time - which she 
missed - and their flat was never neat and tidy. 

As for Ruth's reaction to the separation, her mother said, 'She was very 
upset ... She cried when we left the house. But she's adjusted now. She can 
see her father or ring him up when she likes.' Ruth's version of her parents' 
divorce was 'Dad kept on getting drunk. Mum didn't love dad and dad didn't 
love mum. They had a fight and they got divorced.' 

Ruth said she felt 'sad'when her father left, but felt better now. Although 
she wished for more time with her father, she was able to see him every fortnight. 
Nevertheless, when asked if there was anything she would change about her 
family if she could, she said, 'Get mum and dad back together.' She also said 
that she wanted to move back to her old house because thinking about it made 
her feel 'miserable'. 

Ruth was not doing well at school, but she had many friends and was very 
active in sports. Although her mother described her as 'basically a happy child', 
she also noted that Ruth fought a lot with other children, could not concentrate 
for long, and was not responsible or helpful around the house. 

Ruth's family was still experiencing the disruptive effects of separation. 
Lack of money was a problem, family life was disorganised, and Ruth's mother 
often felt depressed. Ruth herself was still adjusting to the separation and, 
although she was feeling better, it was obvious that it was still causing her 
distress. Ruth's school performance had dropped, and her mother described 
some behaviour problems. Although neither Ruth nor her family were ex
periencing major disruptions, the strain of separation and moving was still 
taking its toll on everyone. 
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The next case study is of a family that had been separated for a longer 
period of time. 

He/en 

Helen, aged 10, lived with her mother and younger brother in a rented flat. Her 
parents divorced four years ago and the family lived on government benefits 
and maintenance. According to the mother, ·they had gradually learned how to 
live within their means. In commenting on finances, she said, 'I've always man
aged to give the kids what they want.' She described her family life as well
organised, easy-going, and co-operative. For her, the biggest problem was 'being 
alone and not being able to get out sometimes'. 

Her mother said that, at the time of the separation, Helen was 'very 
emotional. She cried a lot and didn't want to leave her dad.' Helen agreed and 
said she felt 'sad, because I didn't want to leave dad behind'. However, she said 
that she felt better about things now because she saw her father about every 
two weeks, and she was satisfied with the amount of time she spent with him. 
She described her father as 'a nice person. Generous. He'll help when he's 
needed - do things for people.' Helen and her mother were also very close. 
Her mother said, 'I share my life with her openly - everything. I don't keep 
anything from her. Particularly now that I'm separated.' 

Helen was responsible for many chores around the house, made many of 
her own decisions, and was very independent for her age. Her mother described 
her as 'happy and cheerful' and reported few behaviour problems. Helen was 
above average in her class, liked school, and enjoyed reading. Her mother's. 
main ambition was for Helen to go beyond high school and have a career one 
day. 

Helen's family had adjusted well to life in a one-parent family. Her 
family life was well organised and money was no longer an urgent problem. 
Helen was able to maintain a supportive relationship with her father, and she 
had developed a close and companionate relationship with her mother. Helen 
was independent. and competent, and her _future development looked 
promising. 

fill 

The next case deals with afainily in which the mother had remarried. 

JiIl, aged 16, lived with her mother, stepfather, and younger brother in a house 
they were buying. Jill was 11 at the time her parents separated, and her mother 
remarried four years ago. The mother and stepfather ran their own business, 
which they felt gave them a good deal of economic security. Jill's mother de- . 
scribed her marriage as 'very happy', but said that it took Jill about two years 
to accept her stepfather. . 
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According to her mother, JilI's reaction to the separation was 'terrible. 
She blamed me for it. Angry with me. Uncontrollable.' Jill herself said, 'I was 
confused, upset, and didn't really understand the situation until 1 got a bit older.' 
When asked how she felt now, Jill said, 'Doesn't worry me. I'm glad mum's left 
him. I've got a better life.' Jill hadn't seen her father in four years. She said, 
'Saw him a couple of times, then he just didn't bother to come and see me -
didn't make the effort.' Jill said of her mother, 'She's honest. She's a good 
mother. She gets a bit cranky, but that's normal. She sticks up for me.' And 
in relation to her stepfather she said, 'We have a bit of a personality clash. He's 
never raised a hand to me though ... We have a pretty good relationship in 
general. He's good to us - much more trustworthy than our father. He's quiet 
and doesn't drink.' JilI said that her mother and stepfather were both interested 
in her and talked to her a lot. 

JilI did many chores around the house and made many of her own decisions. 
She was of average ability at school, but liked it. She also had many friends and 
got on well with her younger brother. JilI's mother described her as moody and 
restless, but said that JilI seems to be settling down now. 

The separation of JilI's parents upset her greatly, disrupted her rela
tionship with her mother, and virtually ended her relationship with her father. 
However, since then JilI and her mother had grown closer, and JilI no longer 
blamed her mother for the divorce. Although it took time to accept her 
stepfather, JiII came to see him as a good and supportive person who was 
better in many ways than her biological father. Although JiII experienced 
some problems at the time of separation, she appeared to be settling down, 
and the stepfamily appeared to be functioning adequately. 

These case studies briefly illustrate that separation, divorce, and re
marriage are events that require long-term adjustment on the part of all family 
members. They also illustrate the diversity of reactions that characterise chil
dren and their families after separation and divorce. Clearly, some families 
adjust better than others, and some children are affected more negatively 
than others. 

Implications 

Problems for children in separating families 

The accounts of children and parents indicate that many children experience 
problems at the time of parental separation. These problems are not extremely 
debilitating in most cases, but they are painful. Children's difficulties are 
probably exacerbated by the fact that most parents do not discuss the im
pending separation with them. As a result, most children are essentially un
prepared for what is a major life change. Children have a strong need to make 
sense of and understand events in their environment, and discussion that 
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enhances children's awareness of what is going on is likely to make their 
adjustment less difficult. Given the reluctance of most parents to discuss 
events with their children, it is essential that short-term counselling facilities 
for girls and boys experiencing family disruption be provided. Additional 
school counsellors or teachers trained in appropriate skills would be useful 
as would easily accessible resources for children experiencing family disruption. 

Pathological one-parent families? 

Children from one-parent families suffer from a negative image: tough, un
interested in school, emotionally disturbed, and prone to delinquency. This 
stereotype, however, is challenged by several of the findings reported in this 
chapter. Firstly, most mothers and children report satisfactory adjustment to 
divorce over time. Secondly, comparisons reveal that children in one-parent 
households are just as competent as children in intact families. Thirdly, 
although adolescents in one-parent households are more likely than adol
escents in intact families to smoke and drink, they are no more likely to have 
been in trouble with the police or to have gone to court. Far from being 
exceptional, these results are consistent with previous studies conducted both 
overseas (Hammond, 1979; Hess and Camara, 1979; Raschke and Raschke, 
1979) and in Australia (Dunlop and Burns, 1983; Smiley et aI., 1983). These 
findings should be good news for single parents, for many are concerned that 
living in a one-parent situation is somehow going to wreck their children for 
life (Weiss, 1979b). 

These findings also suggest that the time may be well overdue to abandon 
research based on a simple deficit model which assumes that children from 
broken homes are necessarily at risk (Marotz-Baden et aI., 1979). Instead of 
concentrating on the effects of divorce on children - as if divorce affects all 
children in the same manner - a more fruitful research strategy would be 
to look at those factors that are associated with either successful or unsuccessful 
adjustment and adaptation over time. Longitudinal studies would be central 
to such a strategy. 

People who work with children should be careful not to fall into the trap 
of stereotyping children from disrupted families. Research conducted in Aus
tralia indicates that teachers tend to hold lower expectations for children from 
one-parent households than for children from intact families (Edgar and Head
lam, 1982). Such beliefs may become self-fulfilling prophecies if they result 
in children from divorced families being treated differently from other chil
dren. Teachers should be aware, as noted above, that children currently 
experiencing parental separation are likely to exhibit problems at school, and 
appropriate support should be offered. Once the crisis is past, however, 
teachers and others should keep in mind that these children have the same 
potential for good or bad behaviour, success or failure, and happiness or 
unhappiness as other children. 
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Poverty in one-parent households 

Although there are few long-term psychological and behavioural problems 
for children of divorce, the same cannot be said for financial problems. Given 
that poverty is common in mother-custody families, it is not surprising to find 
that Australian children from disrupted families are more likely than those 
from intact families to drop out of secondary school before the minimum 
leaving age for economic reasons (Edgar and Amato, 1986). 

The widespread poverty of mother-custody families is due to a number 
of factors. Firstly, most custodial mothers rely at some stage on the Supporting 
Parent's Benefit, which is meagre, and there are severe tax rates on extra 
earnings. Secondly, maintenance arrangements for children are often not 
complied with. Thirdly, women who spend time at home caring for children, 
and consequently are out of the labour force, sacrifice their income-earning 
potential (McDonald, 1985b). Government policies that raise the living stand
ard of mother-custody families would do a great deal of good for large numbers 
of Australian children. This could be accomplished by raising the level of 
benefit paid, eliminating the high marginal tax rates on earned income for 
those receiving benefits, and seeing to it that maintenance arrangements are 
complied with. For single mothers who previously worked in the home but 
now wish to be employed, the provision of job (re)training programs and 
adequate child care facilities is essential. 

Pathological step families? 

This chapter indicated that children in stepfamilies were more likely to exhibit 
problems in reading ability, self-esteem, self-control, school behaviour, and 
school attitudes than were children in other family types. By drawing attention 
to these findings, it is not intended to foster a stereotype about the pathological 
stepfamily to replace the stereotype of the pathological one-parent family. 
It must be emphasised that a range of outcomes was observed for children 
in stepfamilies, and that many step-children were highly competent. However, 
it does appear that, for at least some children, living in a stepfamily is associ
ated with problems in the development of competence. This is a finding that 
should be of concern to practitioners. 

Clearly, stepfamilies are the wave of the future, and their numbers will 
continue to grow. Therefore, it is important that we understand more about 
them, including their strengths and weaknesses as settings for the development 
of children. However, future research on stepfamilies should not make the 
same mistakes as past research on one-parent families. Simple categorisations 
of families tend to mask differences and exaggerate similarities between family' 
types. Attention to the diversity of family processes within stepfamilies (e.g. 
Whelan and Kelly, in press) will eventually provide better explanations of 
children's outcomes than will a focus on structural differences between 
families. 
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Family size: is bigger beHer? 

Commonsense suggests that life is very different in households with many 
children than in households with only one child. Because this seems obvious, 
it is not surprising that there are so many stereotypes about large and small 
families. For example, one widespread belief is that large families are close 
and cohesive (the big happy family). This belief probably stems from a nos
talgic view of family life in the rural past. Other examples include the beliefs 
that only children are spoiled and that the last-born child is pampered (the 
baby of the family). Although these beliefs are based on commonsense rather 
than research, the possibility that variations in family size affect the quality 
of family life and the development of children is certainly worthy of 
consideration. 

Given the changes in family size that have occurred during this century 
in Australia, the effects of family size on the development of children should 
be of particular concern. This chapter begins by briefly describing these 
changes. Following this is a review of previous research on the effects of 
family size on family processes and children's development. Data from the 
Children in Families study are then used to answer two questions: 

1. Does family size have any implications for children's experiences of family 
life? 

2. Does family size have any implications for the growth of competence? 

Changes in family size in Australia 

During the nineteenth century, families in Australia were considerably larger 
than they are today. For example, in the early part of the nineteenth century 
as many as 40 per cent of women gave .birth to nine or more children (Institute 
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of Family Studies, 1983). Of course, rates of infant mortality were high, and 
many children did not live into adulthood. Nevertheless, large families were 
the order of the day. Then, during the later part of the nineteenth century, 
fertility rates began to fall. This trend continued until the mid 1930s, when 
fertility was actually below the level of long-term replacement of the popu
lation (Institute of Family Studies, 1983). This dramatic change in family size 
occurred during the industrialisation of Australian society and reflected a shift 
in the role and value of children. In a traditional and largely agricultural 
society, children are active producers and form an important economic re
source for the family. However, in an industrial society where a long period 
of child education is required, children are primarily consumers and, hence, 
are economic liabilities rather than assets (Caldwell, 1982). 

In the 1940s, family size in Australia began to increase again as women 
married earlier, had children earlier, and had larger numbers of children 
during their lifetimes (McDonald, 1984). This period - known as the baby 
boom-reached its peak in the late 1950s. During this time, societal structures 
and attitudes placed considerable pressure on women to bear and raise chil
dren. Educational levels for women were relatively low, and the participation 
of women in the workforce - particularly married women - was restricted. 
Although many married women had been employed during World War 11, 
the return of servicemen to civilian life after the war forced many back into 
full-time household duties. A woman's place was, well and truly, in the home. 

Since the mid-1960s, a number of factors have operated to again decrease 
fertility. Educational levels of women have risen and increasing proportions 
of married women have entered the workforce. Corresponding to these struc
tural changes have been shifts in attitudes. Today, motherhood is no longer 
seen as an all-consuming role for women (Glezer, 1984). These changes are 
reflected in women marrying later, delaying the timing of the first birth, and 
having fewer children overall. Improved birth control techniques have facil
itated these social trends by giving women greater control over their fertility. 
In addition, increased economic insecurity during the 1970s and concern about 
the rising divorce rate have acted to deter many young couples from having 
children (McDonald, 1984). As a result, families are now smaller than they 
have ever been in Australian history (Ruzicka and Choi, 1981). 

From a parent's perspective, this means that today they are caring for 
and raising fewer children than did their predecessors. From a child's per
spective, this means that they are now growing up with fewer brothers and 
sisters than others did in the past. A focus on resources suggests that these 
changes reflect both benefits and deficits for family members. On the one 
hand, parents' economic and material resources are spread less thinly among 
children in small families than in large families. Given the high cost of raising 
children in contemporary Australia (Lovering, 1984), this means that children 
in small families - all things being equal - can expect a higher standard of 
living than can children in large families. Similarly, parental resources of time 
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and assistance are spread less thinly in small families than in large families. 
Because of this, children in small families are likely to receive more intellectual 
stimulation and emotional support from parents than are children in large 
families. On the other hand, as noted in Chapter 2, siblings constitute major 
resources in their own right and serve as sources of emotional support, com
panionship, learning, and modelling. In this sense, only children or children 
from small families may be disadvantaged. 

Small and large families, therefore, can be seen to offer different types 
of resources to children. What implications do variations in family size have 
for children's lives? A rather large number of studies have been conducted 
on this topic, and these are briefly and selectively reviewed below. 

Research on family size 

Two major implications of family size are addressed in this review. The first 
section deals with the effects of family size on interpersonal processes in the 
family, while the second deals with the effects of family size on children's 
well-being and competence. Because of the unique status of only children, 
they are discussed separately in a third section. 

Family size and family functioning 

A variety of studies have found that the amount of parental support given 
to children is greater in small families than in large families. In an early 
interview study, Sears et al. (1957) found that mothers in large families re
ported having less time to play with their children than did mothers in small 
families. Nye (1952) found that the quality of the adolescent-parent rela
tionship (as reflected in feelings of trust, acceptance, and confidence) was 
poorer in large families than in small families. This difference was particularly 
evident in families with six children or more. In another study, Nye et al. 
(1970) found that, as family size increased, adolescents were more likely to 
report that their parents felt negatively towards them and, correspondingly, 
that they felt negatively towards their parents. Other studies conducted since 
then have indicated that parents in large families, compared with parents in 
small families, are less interested in their children's school work, have lower 
ambitions for their children, and give less encouragement to their children 
to seek higher education. (See Terhune, 1974 for a review.) Overall, these 
results suggest that parental support for children tends to diminish as family 
size increases. Given that parental time and energy are finite resources, the 
general thrust of these findings seems reasonable. 
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Parental control of children is also likely to become problematic as family 
size increases. In large families, compared with small families, there is a 
greater mixture of children's ages, sexes, personalities, abilities, and interests. 
This is likely to increase the opportunities for tension among family members, 
and to make the co-ordination of individual activities difficult. Not surprisingly 
therefore, some studies have found family size to be positively related to 
parents' use of authoritarian and coercive forms of control. For example, 
Elder and Bowerman (1963), and Nye et al. (1970) found that the use of 
physical punishment by parents was greater in large families than in small 
families. In a similar vein, Nye et al. (1970) found that adolescents were 
allowed to make fewer of their own decisions in large families than in small 
families. More recently, Kidwell (1981) found that, as family size increased, 
adolescents reported that parents were more punitive, less reasonable, and 
less supportive. 

The combined results for parental support and parental control suggest 
that it is more difficult to be a good parent in a large family than in a small 
family. Of course, parents in large families can still provide their children with 
generous amounts of attention and high-quality guidance, but they must ex-
pend a greater amount of time and energy in doing so. . 

Although the implications of family size for parental support and control 
are well established, the implications for other family processes are less clear. 
For example, few data are available on how family size affects the quality of 
interaction between siblings. Commonsense suggests that children are better 
able to learn about getting along with others if they come from large families 
rather than small families. However, it seems likely that as the number of 
inter-relationships increases, opportunities increase for both particularly close 
and particularly hostile relationships to develop. These two trends may, in 
fact, balance each other out in terms of overall benefit. 

Few consistent effects of family size on marital satisfaction have been 
found, with some studies finding negative effects and others finding positive 
effects. Terhune (1974) suggested that large families have different implica
tions for marital satisfaction depending on whether or not children are 
planned, with unplanned children having detrimental effects and planned 
children having beneficial effects. In other words, it may not be the number 
of children, but whether they were wanted, that affects the marital relationship. 

Family cohesion - or the extent to which family members do things 
together and feel close to one another - has not generally been studied in 
relation to family size. Moore and Holtzman (1965) found that family size 
was negatively associated with students' overall satisfaction with family life. 
However, Terhune (1974) found no relation between family size and general 
satisfaction with family life in his sample of married women. On the basis of 
previous studies, it is difficult to know if the stereotype of the big happy family 
has any truth in it or not. 
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Family size and.children's competence 

The studies reviewed in the previous section indicate that family size is neg
atively associated with the amount of parental time, interest, and affection 
received by children. These studies also indicate that family size is positively 
associated with parents' use of coercive forms of punishment. Since previous 
research, and the analyses reported in Chapter 4, indicate that parental at
tention and minimal use of coercive discipline are positively associated with 
children's competence, it can be expected that children in small families will 
exhibit higher levels of competence than children in large families. In fact, 
this is precisely what the research literature shows. 

Studies of children's intelligence and academic achievement consistently 
show negative effects of family size. (See Ernst and Angst, 1983; Falbo, 1984; 
and Terhune, 1974, for reviews.) The usual explanation for this finding is that 
large families provide less parental stimulation for children than do small 
families. However, there is also likely to be less financial support for children 
in large families than in small families. For this reason, associations between 
family size and intelligence usually drop considerably (but do not disappear) 
when controls for SES are introduced. In addition, some studies have found 
negative effects of family size in low SES families but not in high SES families. 
This suggests that high SES families are capable of absorbing the economic 
burdens of increased numbers of offspring with little effect on children's 
development. 

In relation to personality differences, the general thrust of research 
indicates that children from small families tend to be more ambitious, more 
independent, more socially outgoing, more popular, and more dominant than 
children from large families (Ernst and Angst, 1983; Terhune, 1974). In 
addition, there appears to be a consistent relation in the literature between 
family size and behaviour disorders, with children in large families being more 
likely to exhibit behaviour problems or engage in delinquency (Glueck and 
Glueck, 1950). Overall, the literature indicates a variety of more positive 
outcomes for children in smaller families when compared with children in 
larger families. 

Only children 

Children without brothers and sisters are unique; not only do they come from 
small families, but they are simultaneously first-born and last-born! First-born 
children have a monopoly on parental resources, at least until the second 
child is born. After this they experience 'dethronement' as parental time and 
attention shift to the recently born infant. In contrast, only children have a 
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monopoly on the time and interest of parents throughout their entire child
hood. Research has indicated that only children, compared with first-born 
children with siblings, experience more interaction with parents (Lewis and 
Kreitzberg, 1979) and view their parents more affectionately (Kidwell, 1981). 
However, only children do not have the same opportunities as first-born 
children to learn from teaching younger siblings. 

The unique position of only children has made them the subject of 
numerous stereotypes, most of them negative. For example, attitude surveys 
indicate that only children are seen as being self-centred, attention seeking, 
dependent, temperamental, unhappy, and unpopular (Thompson, 1974; Cal
lan, 1985). Presumably, these negative traits are thought to result from a lack 
of interaction with siblings, and perhaps from too much interaction with 
parents. Research, however, generally does not support these negative 
stereotypes. 

In relation to ability, some studies have found that only children do tend 
to score lower than first-born children on tests of intelligence (e.g. Zajonc 
and Markus, 1975; Zajonc, 1976), but other studies have found no difference. 
In contrast, only and first-born children tend to have higher educational and 
occupational attainment than do other children (Claudy, 1984; Falbo, 1984). 
Although these results appear to be contradictory, it should be kept in mind 
that achievement depends on more than intelligence, and that factors such 
as parental encouragement, family economic support, and individual moti
vation are all important. 

In relation to self-esteem, Rosenberg (1965) and Coopersmith (1967) 
found that only and first-born adolescents and primary school children tend 
to have higher self-esteem than later-born children, although other studies 
have failed to replicate this finding. As far as personality is concerned, only 
children appear to be as well adjusted as children with siblings (Ernst and 
Angst, 1983). 

There is some evidence that only children, compared with both first
born and later-born children, are less affiliative, have fewer friends, and spend 
more time in solitary activities (Falbo, 1984). However, research also indicates 
that only children feel no lonelier than other children and are just as happy 
and satisfied with their lives, suggesting that only children have a relatively 
low need for affiliation and companionship (Callan, 1985; Claudy, 1984; Falbo, 
1984). Overall, it appears that only children are not disadvantaged in terms 
of intellectual or personality development. 

On the other hand, it is clear that only children lack access to the types 
of resources provided by brothers and sisters. Terhune (1974), in a study of 
300 married women, found that only-born women reported more negative 
feelings about the size of their families than did other women. The author 
concluded that only children experience unhappiness at missing the special 
companionship provided by brothers and sisters. Although this may be true, 
the high level of parental attention given to only children may help to offset, 
at least partly, their of lack siblings. 
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Qualifications 

Although effects of family size have been found in relation to children's family 
experiences and development, a number of qualifications are in order. Firstly, 
the correlations in most studies are very weak, suggesting that the implications 
of family size for children are of only minor importance. Secondly, many 
studies fail to control for socio-economic status (SES) or other family back
ground variables. In many studies, effects associated with family size become 
weaker, or disappear altogether, when SES and other variables are controlled 
(e.g. Bell and Avery, 1985). Thirdly, effects of family size are difficult to 
interpret because they are logically confounded with other variables. For 
example, differences in family size also imply differences in birth order (i.e. 
later born children must by definition come from large families). Another 
variable confounded with family size is age spacing, with large families tending 
to have smaller gaps between children than small families. Indeed, many 
studies have found that, in addition to family size, birth order and age spacing 
are related to family processes and children's competence (Kidwell, 1981; 
Lewis and Kreitzberg, 1979; Steelman and Powell, 1985; White, 1979; Zajonc, 
1976; Zajonc and Markus, 1975). For these reasons, birth order and sibling 
spacing were included in the analyses below. 

Family size and family process 

With the Children in Families data it was possible to investigate family size 
differences in both internal family processes and children's competence. The 
data also allowed birth order and sibling spacing effects to be investigated 
along with the effects of family size. Accordingly, four family variables were 
used in the analysis. The first was the number of children living in the house
hold (referred to as household sibsize) , and the second was the total number 
of children in the family, including those living away from home (referred to 
as tOfal sibsize). (In the majority of cases, siblings living elsewhere were older 
brother and sisters who had married, become employed, or gone to university. 
In a small number of cases siblings were living apart because of parental 
divorce.) The third variable was the child's birth order, and the fourth was 
the gap, in years, between the child and his or her next older sibling (if there 
was an older sibling). 

Sample characteristics 

Across the entire sample, the number of children living in the household 
ranged from one to six, with a mean of 2.8. The total number of children in 
the family, including those living away from home, ranged from one to nine, 



162 Chapter 7 

with a mean of 3.3. Primary school children, compared with adolescents, had 
on average more brothers and sisters living in the household (1. 9 versus 1. 7 
respectively), but fewer brothers and sisters altogether (2.1 versus 2.5 re
spectively). Slightly more than one-third of the children in the sample were 
first born (37%), but only 6 per cent were only born. For children with older 
siblings, the age gap ranged from one to 17 years, with a mean gap of three 
years and two months. 

Family size was only weakly associated with demographic variables. 
Total sibsize was negatively correlated with years of education of mothers . 
(r = -.11) and fathers (r = -.05); indicating a very weak trend for better
educated parents to have smaller families than poorly educated parents. Fam
ily type was related to family size, with one-parent families having fewer 
children, on average, than intact families (3.0 versus 3.4). Mothers who were 
employed full-time had fewer children (2.3) than mothers who were employed 
part-time (2.8) or who were not employed (3.6). 

Overview of the analysis 

Do children in large and small families experience family life differently? To 
answer this question, associations were examined between the four family 
variables described above and the procesS variables introduced in Chapter 4: 
mother support, father support, mother control, father control, child auton~ 
omy, mother punishment, father punishment, household responsibility, sibling 

. relations, marital conflict, and family cohesion. To remove the confounding 
effects of other variables, partial correlations (see Appendix 2) were computed 
controlling for family SES (based on parental education, income, and occu
pational status), family type, and maternal employment status. These partial 
correlations are presented in Tab~e 7.1 for children at both age levels. Separate 
correlations were also computed for boys and girls; few sex differences were 
apparent, but these are noted in the text when appropriate .. 

Parentai support 

Among primary school children, maternal support was negatively associated 
with both the number of children in the household and the number of children. 
in the family, indicating that as family size increased, children reported less 
support from their mothers. This result is consistent with previous studies that 
found family size to be negatively related to the amount of time, atteption, 
and affection given by mothers to their children (Errist and Angst, 1983; 
Terhune, 1974). It is also consistent with the notion that maternal attention 
is a finite resource that is spread more thinly as family size increases. It is of 
interest to note that birth order was less strongly associated with maternal 



Family size: is bigger better? 163 

Table 7.1 Partial correlations between family process and family size 
variables, controlling for SES, family type, and maternal 
employment status - -

Measure Household Total Birth Sibling 
sibsize sibsize order age gap 

Mother Childrend -.17a -.16a -.09 .11 
support Adolescentse -.08 _.20b -.21b -<02 
Father Children -.09 -.06 -.03 -.05 
support - Adolescents .10 -.03 -.10 -.01 
Mother Children .07 .05 .06 .16 
control Adolescents .08 -.08 -.15a -.06 
Father Children .11 .05 -.02 -.25b 

control Adolescents .14a -.01 -.14a -.15 
Child Children -.17a -.13 -.05 .06 
autonomy Adolescents -.17a .08 .24c .07 
Mother Children -.01 -.01 -.01 -.18a 

punishment Adolescents .11 -.07 -.13 -.13 
Father Children -.03 -.06 -.08 _ -.19a 

punishment Adolescents .01 -.09 -.10 -.10 
Household Children -.25c -.24c -.26c -.13 
responsibility Adolescents .01 .08 -.02 -.01 
Sibling Children -.04 .05 .09 .02 
relations Adolescents -.09 .07 .12 .22a 

Marital Children .03 .08 -.04 --:.04 
conflict Adolescents -.09 -.04 -.01- .04 
Family Children -.18a -.19a -.22b -.11 
cohesion Adolescents .08 -.10 -.19a .04 

a p < .05, two-tailed. 
b jJ < .Ol. 
c P < .001. 
d Maximum n = 195, except for age gap where n = 122. 
e Maximum n = -207, _except for age gap where n = 126. 

- ... -
support than was family size. Further correlational analyses indicated that it 
was not merely later-born children in large families that received a-low level 
of maternal support; the correlation between total sibsize and maternal sup
port was as strong (and negative) among first born children as it was in the 
sample overall. This suggests that first-born children experience declines in 
maternal attention as further children are added to the family - a finding 
that is consistent with the notion of a 'dethronement' of the eldest child. 

Similar findings were obtained in the adolescent sample, where mother 
support was negatively associated with the total number of children in the 
family. Birth order was also negatively associated with maternal support, 
indicating that later-born children reported less maternal attention than did 
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earlier-born children. However, further analyses indicated that, regardless of 
birth order, an increase in family size was associated with a decrease in 
maternal support. 

The association between total sibsize and maternal support is presented 
graphically in Figure 7.1. Note that, for primary school boys and adolescent 
boys, the relation between sibsize and maternal support was clearly negative 
and relatively strong, representing in both cases a substantial decline in re
ported maternal support between the smallest and the largest family sizes. 
For primary school girls, the relation was also negative but was not as strong 
as for boys. For adolescent girls, the association was not linear and increased 
irregularly in families with five children or more. This figure indicates that 
an increase in family size was associated with clear decrements in the amount 
of maternal time, interest, and help reported by sons, but only minor dec
rements in the amount of maternal time, interest, and help reported by daugh
ters. When family size was small, there was little difference in maternal support 
between the four subsamples of children. But when children had four or more 
siblings, levels of maternal support were clearly higher for daughters than for 
sons. This suggests that mothers in large families make a special effort to 
provide support to daughters, but not to sons. 

In contrast to maternal support, paternal support was not associated 
with family size at either age level. Separate correlations for boys and girls 
also revealed no effect of family size. This absence of a relationship may be 
due to the fact that fathers typically spend less time with their children and 
provide less support than do mothers. Because of their lower level of in
volvement, increases in the number of children in the family are unlikely to 
spread the fathers' resources more thinly than they already are. 

Parental control 

In relation to maternal and paternal control practices, only one effect of 
sibsize was observed: among adolescents, paternal control was weakly but 
positively associated with the number of children in the household. This 
finding is consistent with Elder and Bowerman (1963) who found that fathers 
were more involved in the control and discipline of children in larger families 
than in smaller families. The usual explanation for this effect is that household 
management becomes more complex as family size increases and the active 
involvement of the father becomes more important. 

Child autonomy was negatively associated with household sibsize among 
children at both age levels, indicating that, as family size increased, children 
reported making fewer of their own decisions. This finding is also consistent 
with the notion that more parental control is necessary in large than in small 
families. 
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Figure 7.1 Mother support by children's total number of 
siblings 
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A difference in control between mothers and fathers emerged in relation 
to the age gap between siblings. Among primary school children, the gap 
between siblings was negatively associated with paternal control and positively 
(but not significantly) associated with maternal control. This indicates that 
when children were spaced further apart, fathers were less involved in every
day decision-making and mothers were (slightly) more involved, at least 
according to children. It seems likely that when children are closely spaced 
together, child care becomes more difficult and time-consuming, making it 
necessary for fathers to become more involved. This explanation is similar 
to the one offered above for the finding that fathers were more involved in 
the control of children when household sibsize was large rather than small. 

Among adolescents, both maternal control and paternal control were 
negatively associated with birth order, indicating that later-born children, 
compared with earlier-born children, reported that their parents made fewer 
decisions for them. This may reflect a more relaxed attitude on the part of 
parents towards later-born children than towards earlier-born children (Sears 
et aI., 1957). Consistent with this interpretation, the correlation between birth 
order and child autonomy was significant and positive among adolescents, 
indicating that later-born children reported making more of their own deci
sions than did earlier-born children. 

The findings for parental control appear to present a contradiction. 
Later-born children necessarily come from large families. Yet, at the same 
time, later-born children report high autonomy, while children from large 
families report low autonomy. Further investigation revealed the explanation 
for this apparent contradiction: as family size increased, children generally 
had lower autonomy, except for the youngest child. The youngest child in the 
family, in fact, usually had the highest level of autonomy of any child. This 
finding is consistent with the stereotype of the over-indulged 'baby' of the 
family in that the last-born child typically had the most freedom to make his 
or her own decisions. It probably also reflects, as noted above, a tendency 
for parents to become more relaxed as they raise successive children. 

Parental punishment 

Neither maternal nor paternal punishment was associated with family size. 
However, both were negatively correlated with the amount of spacing between 
primary school children. The corresponding correlations in the adolescent 
sample were also negative, but not significant. This indicates that the larger 
the gap between siblings, the less punishment children reported receiving 
from their parents. When children are widely spaced apart in time, both 
mothers and fathers probably find it less necessary to resort to coercive forms 
of control than when children are closely spaced. Having closely spaced chil- . 
dren may create a more demanding, and even stressful, atmosphere in the 
home for child rearing. 
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Household responsibility 

The allocation of household responsibility was associated with household 
sibsize and total sibsize among primary school children, but not among adol
escents. The negative correlations indicate that, as the number of children 
in the household increased, individual children were called upon to perform 
fewer jobs regularly. Although the total volume of work needing to be done 
would seem to increase with family size, it is still the case that many jobs 
(such as washing dishes, mowing a lawn, or vacuuming) are basically single
person activities. It follows, then, that with more people available in a house
hold to perform activities, the fewer the number of jobs that are required of 
anyone person. This suggests that fewer maturity demands are placed on 
children in large families than in small families. Household responsibility was 
also negatively associated with birth order, indicating that fewer chores were 
required of later-born children than of earlier-born children. Nevertheless, 
further analyses indicated that, regardless of birth order, family size was 
negatively associated with the number of household tasks regularly performed. 

For adolescents, an interesting interaction between family size and birth 
order appeared. For first-born adolescents, family size was positively associ
ated with household responsibility (r = .21). In contrast, the corresponding 
correlations were negative for second-born adolescents (r = - .24) and third
or later-born adolescents (r = -.19). Thus, for most adolescents, as for 
primary school children, an increase in family size was associated with a 
decrease in the number of household tasks they were regularly required to 
perform. However, for first-born adolescents, increases in family size were 
associated with increases in household chores. It appears that first-born adol
escents played a special role in household management in large families: 
parents relied on them a good deal to function as supervisors and co-ordinators 
of younger siblings. 

Sibling relations, marital conflict, and cohesion 

Among primary school children, no family variables were related to sibling 
relations. Among adolescents, however, sibling relations were positively 
associated with the length of spacing between siblings. This latter finding 
supports the notion that when siblings are spaced closely together, rivalry and 
ill-feelings are more likely to develop than if siblings are spaced widely apart. 
In contrast, wide sibling spacing may facilitate harmonious relations between 
children in the family by minimising sources of rivalry, at least among 
adolescents. 

There was no evidence that family size was related to perceptions of 
inter-parental conflict, as all correlations were non-significant. 

Family cohesion was negatively associated with household sibsize and 
total sib size among primary school children. These findings contradict the 
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stereotype of the big happy family. Instead, there was a tendency for children 
to report doing things less often together, and to report feeling less close to 
their families as their families increased in size. 

Among both primary school children and adolescents, birth order was 
also negatively associated with family cohesion. This indicates that later-born 
children were less likely than earlier-born children to describe their families 
as cohesive. This might be due to the fact that later-born children had older 
brothers and sisters who were likely to be achieving increasing independence 
from their families. In comparison, earlier-born children were more likely to 
have had younger brothers and sisters who were still dependent on their 
families. In other words, the correlation with birth order might simply reflect 
the fact that families of later-born children are at a different stage of the 
family life cycle than are families of first-born children. 

Summary of family size and family process 

Little support exists for the stereotype of the 'big happy family.' Among 
primary school children, increases in family size are associated with less ma
ternal support, less autonomy, fewer household responsibilities, and less fam
ily cohesion. Among adolescents, increases in family size are associated with 
less maternal support for boys, more paternal control, less autonomy, and 
(except for first -born children) less household responsibility. From a resources 
perspective, an increase in family size represents a general decline in the level 
of interpersonal resources available to children. In addition, there are also 
likely to be deficits in financial and material resources in large families. In 
short, the old-fashioned notion that big happy families are ideal environments 
in which to raise children appears be incorrect. 

In relation to birth order, the family environment of later-born children 
appears to be rather different from that of earlier-born children. Based on 
children's reports, it seems that later-born children, compared with earlier
born children, receive less support from mothers, receive less control from 
both parents, make more of their own decisions, have fewer household re
sponsibilities, and do things less often with other family members. Overall, 
later-born children appear to experience a relatively relaxed family environ
ment in which they have relatively low support from mothers, but a high level 
of independence. 

Sibling spacing also appears to have implications for family processes. 
Children with a large age gap between them and the next oldest sibling report 
less paternal control, less parental punishment, and more positive sibling 
relations than do children with a small age gap. This suggests that children 
in widely spaced families have some advantages over children in closely spaced 
families. 

Although family size, birth order, and sibling spacing have implications 
for children's family experiences and access to resources, most of the cor-
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relations are small in magnitude. As such, it is not clear whether these effects 
are strong enough to affect children's developing competence. In the next 
section, associations between family size and children's competence are 
directly examined. 

Family size and children's competence 

Does family size have implications for children's growing competence? To 
answer this question, the family size variables used in the previous section 
were related to the child competence variables: reading ability, life skills, self
esteem, social competence, self-control, and independence. As in the previous 
section, partial correlations were computed, controlling for family SES, family 
type, and maternal employment status. 

The results of this procedure were straightforward: for primary school 
children, no correlations between family structure variables and competence 
variables were significant at the .05 level (using two-tailed tests). For adol
escents, only the correlation between sibling age spacing and self-control 
achieved significance (r = .18). This correlation indicated that widely spaced 
intervals between children were associated with higher self-control among 
adolescents. This finding is consistent with the above findings that wide sibling 
spacing was associated with less paternal control, less parental punishment, 
and better quality sibling relationships. 

A few effects emerged when the correlations were computed separately 
for boys and girls. Among primary school boys, birth order was significantly 
negatively associated with self-esteem (r = - .22), indicating that later-born 
boys had lower self-esteem than did earlier-born boys. In addition, later-born 
boys had significantly lower life skills scores than did earlier-born boys (r = 
- .21). Except for the association between sibling spacing and self-control 
noted above, no other correlations attained significance for boys or girls at 
either age level. The reason why these trends appeared among boys but not 
among girls is unclear. 

All in all, the major conclusion to be drawn from this analysis is that 
sibsize, birth order, and age spacing have virtually no effects on the forms 
of competence examined in the present study. These results are generally 
consistent with the literature in this area; most studies have found either no 
effects or only very weak effects offamily size on children's social development 
and personality. The strongest and most consistent finding in the literature 
has been for intelligence, a variable not included in the present study. There
fore, it can be concluded that family size has only a trivial impact on the 
development of general competence in children. Given that family size, birth 
order, and sibling spacing have implications for many of the processes that 
occur in families, but that these variables have few implications for children's 
competence, it appears that children are able to successfully adapt to a variety 
of family sizes. 



170 Chapter 7 

Only children 

Because of the special situation of only children, and because their numbers 
are increasing in the Australian population as the average family size de-' 
creases, it was decided to have a closer look at this particular group of children. 
A total of 15 primary and 11 secondary school children in the sample were 
only children, taking into account siblings living away from home as well as 
those living in the household. These children were compared with 33 primary 
school children and 20 adolescents who were first-born children with one 
younger sibling. First-born children with one sibling were judged to represent 
the most appropriate comparison group for only children, since the first-borns 
had also spent a period of time as only children. 

Comparisons on each of the family process variables revealed that the 
two groups differed significantly on only one variable: adolescents who were 
only children scored lower than first-born adolescents on maternal control. 
Among primary school children, the difference was in the same direction, but 
less pronounced. In addition, in both age groups, only children, compared 
with first-born children, scored lower on maternal punishment and paternal 
punishment, and scored higher on autonomy, although the differences were 
not significant. These data indicate a weak trend for only children, compared 
with first-borns, to experience a less restrictive home environment, a trend 
that is consistent with the stereotype of the 'spoiled' only child. However, 
these results were weak and non-significant, and differences in other processes, 
such as mother or father support, were not apparent. Accordingly, the main 
conclusion is that the family environments of only children and children with 
one younger sibling are quite similar, on average. 

Differences in competence were also examined. This revealed that only 
children did not differ significantly from first-born children with one younger 
sibling on any of the forms of competence used in this study. This is consistent 
with the conclusion reached by Ernst and Angst (1983) that only children are 
not different from first-born children in ability or personality. 

Implications 

Choices about family size 

It was noted at the beginning of this chapter that there are many stereotypes 
about how children fare in large and small families. Research in Australia 
indicates that these stereotypes influence many parents' decisions about how 
many children to have (Callan, 1985). For example, parents may decide to 
have a large number of children in the belief that big families provide children 
with a happy and cohesive environment, and many playmates. Or parents of 
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a single child may decide to have a second so that the first will not grow up 
to be either deprived or spoiled. Consistent with these assumptions, a 1979 
survey of Australian married women showed that large families were seen as 
being more desirable than small families: whereas 18 per cent wanted to have 
four children or more, only 6 per cent wanted to have only one child (Aus
tralian Bureau of Statistics, 1984). 

In contrast to these stereotypes, in the present study the number of 
children in the family, birth order, and the age gap between children and their 
next eldest sibling had virtually no implications for children's developing 
competence. Given the absence of effects in this study, and in the literature 
more generally, it appears that many parents are being misled on this issue 
- often by pop psychologists or other popular advice givers. It is important 
that parents make decisions about family size on the basis of rational criteria, 
such as their ability to economically support a given number of children, or 
on the' basis of their own values and preferences. Most importantly, parents 
should only. have a child if they completely and deeply want the child. Accord
ingly, it would be useful to make the results of research more widely available 
to the public than has occurred in the past. Parents' magazines, daytime 
television programs, radio talkback shows, and parent education courses could 
all serve as sources through which this information could be disseminated. 

In addition, paren,ts who chose to have only one child, or who have one 
child but find that they are unable to have another, often worry a great deal 
about the long-term outcomes for their child. Research findings on the lack 
of effects due to being an only child, if more widely disseminated, would help 
to allay the anxiety of many parents in this situation. 

Research on family size 

An extremely large number of studies have been conducted examining the 
effects of family size, birth order, and the age gap between siblings on a 
variety of child outcome measures, such as intelligence, school achievement, 
and personality. Many of these studies found no effects at all, and those that 
did typically found effects that were extremely weak. The present study, in 
this sense, is completely consistent with previous work on this topic. Given 
the consistency of findings, it is very unlikely that any new research on family 
size or birth order will uncover anything startling or important, regardless of 
whether this research takes place in Australia or overseas. For this reason, 
research time and funds would be better invested in examining the implications 
for children of aspects of family structure other than size and birth order. 
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Fathers and mothers at work: 
does it affect the children? 

Perhaps the most important set of connections between individual family 
members and the societies in which they live is those dealing with employment. 
The occupations of parents largely determine a family's position in the social 
hierarchy, as reflected in the levels of income, prestige, and influence that 
family members possess. The nature of work also affects the amount of time 
parents spend with their children and with each other, the ways in which 
family roles and activities are organised, and the general quality of family life. 

Because it is so fundamental, issues surrounding parental employment 
generate a good deal of interest. Given the high rates of unemployment in 
Australia during the last decade, many people are concerned about the pos
sible effects of unemployment on family life. The participation of mothers in 
the labour force is also an issue of great controversy. Employed mothers are 
often criticised for 'neglecting' their children, with harmful effects on children's 
development being implied. 

The focus in this chapter is on the consequences of paternal and maternal 
employment for children, while the focus in the next chapter is on family 
socio-economic status. This chapter begins by briefly outlining some of the 
structural changes that have affected work and family life in Australia in 
recent decades. Following this, the literature on work and its relations to 
family functioning and child development is briefly reviewed. Data from the 
Children in Families study are then presented dealing with parental and ma
ternal employment. 

Work and families in Australia 

Between the end of World War 11 and the early 1970s, Australian families 
lived in a relatively benign economic environment of full employment and 
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structural expansion. During this period, husbands played the role of family 
breadwinner while wives (willingly or otherwise) assumed responsibility for 
housework and child care. The apparent stability of this form of family or
ganisation led many people to view it as an inevitable fact of nature. However, 
the status quo was upset by two major sociaVeconomic trends: the increase 
in unemployment and the movement of married women into the labour force. 

The security of male employment was challenged as rates of unem
ployment rose during the 1970s and 1980s to levels unknown in Australia 
since the Great Depression. Unemployment hit married men as well as single 
men, with the unemployment rate for married men rising from 0.6 per cent 
in 1970 to 6.4 per cent in June 1983 (Institute of Family Studies, 1983). The 
rise in unemployment, combined with economic recession, inflation, and high 
interest rates led to a decline in the economic resources of many Australian 
families. Between 1978-79 and 1981-82, the number offamilies and dependent 
children with incomes below the poverty line increased by more than 50 per 
cent. In 1981-82, half the individuals living in poverty were in families with 
dependent children, and these families contained over 750 000 children (Bur
bidge, 1984). 

Partly in response to the deteriorating economic situation, large numbers 
of married women entered the labour force. Between 1954 and 1983 the 
proportion of married women in the labour force increased from 14 per cent 
to 44 per cent (Institute of Family Studies, 1983). Among employed married 
women, those with young children tend to work part-time, while those with 
older children tend to work full-time. For example, the percentage of married 
women in the labour force who were employed full-time in 1985 was 38 per 
cent for those with children 14 years of age or less and 62 per cent for those 
without children in this age range (Kilmartin, 1985). The economic advantage 
of a second income is clear: a married couple, on average, increase their 
income by 57 per cent if the second earner works part-time and 82 per cent 
if the second earner works full-time. In fact, it has been estimated that the 
number of families with dependent children living in poverty would double 
if all employed wives quit their paid jobs (Institute of Family Studies, 1985). 

The movement of married women into the labour force was facilitated 
by other social trends, including an increased demand by employers for the 
labour of women (which was cheaper), the rising educational level of women, 
a decrease in family size, an increase in the availability of labour-saving devices 
for household work, and changing attitudes and expectations on the part of 
women (RaIlings and Nye, 1979). In relation to the last point, surveys con
ducted in the United States reveal that the majority of employed married 
women would continue to work even if they did not need the extra income 
(RaIlings and Nye, 1979). Attitude surveys conducted in Australia also indicate 
that women are increasingly rejecting the notion that motherhood should be 
a woman's primary adult role (Glezer, 1984). 

The employment of women, whether married or single, is both a right 
and an economic necessity for many families. Unfortunately, unemployment 
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is a substantial problem for women as well as for men. In fact, rates of 
unemployment have been higher for women than for men during the last 20 
years. Married women, in particular, are likely to be among the 'hidden 
unemployed' and discouraged job-seekers who are not counted in official 
unemployment statistics (Women's Bureau, Department of Employment and 
Industrial Relations, 1983). 

The employment status of parents has many implications for the ways 
in which families function. Families in which either parent is unemployed 
must cope with both the economic and psychological stresses that result. And 
families with both parents in the paid labour force must organise themselves 
differently from families in which one parent is engaged in full-time home
making. Previous studies dealing with the effects of parental employment on 
family life and children are reviewed below. The great majority of studies 
have dealt with paternal unemployment and maternal employment, as these 
are seen as being non-traditional conditions and, hence, problematic. Accord
ingly, the review of previous work presented below reflects this bias in the 
literature. 

Research on parental employment 

It is self-evident that economic problems are a major and immediate conse
quence of unemployment for workers and their families. In addition, studies 
have documented the effects of unemployment on the psychological well
being of the unemployed, the functioning of their families, and the devel
opment of their children. Each of these areas is discussed below. 

Unemployment and psychological well-being 

A large number of studies indicate that unemployed workers, compared with 
employed workers, have a lower level of psychological well-being. (See Trav-. 
ers, 1983; Jahoda, 1982 for reviews.) Psychological consequences of unem
ployment have been found to include anxiety, fatalism, loss of hope, apathy, 
low self-esteem, and social withdrawal. Although people with psychological 
problems may be less able or willing to find work, longitudinal studies indicate 
that unemployment has a negative causal effect on psychological well-being. 
Furthermore, the psychological state of unemployed people tends to improve 
after they return to employment. 

Australian data support these overseas trends. For example, Feather 
(1982) found that unemployed respondents, compared with employed re
spondents, had higher depression scores, lower self-esteem, and were more 
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apathetic. Patton and Noller (1984), in a longitudinal study of young Aus
tralians, found that unemployment was associated with increases in depression 
and external locus of control, and a decrease in self-esteem. In another lon
gitudinal study, Tiggemann and Winefield (1984) found no decrease in self
esteem for those who were unemployed, but an increase in self-esteem for 
those who were employed. Finally, an Australian National Opinion Poll of 
young people (1984) found that, of all groups, the unemployed were the least 
satisfied with their lives. In particular, the unemployed were generally de
pressed in outlook and reported feelings of helplessness. 

Effects of paternal unemployment on families 

Overseas studies 

Several studies conducted in the United States have dealt with the changes 
in family functioning that accompany paternal unemployment. In a classic 
study, Komarovsky (1940) found that unemployment during the Great 
Depression tended to lower the status and authority of the father in the family. 
In addition, the increased amount of time spent at home by unemployed 
fathers resulted in them spending more time with and exercising more control 
over their children. The major effect of unemployment, however, was to 
accentuate the quality of pre-existing family relationships. When there was 
tension between the husband and wife earlier in the marriage, unemployment 
made the conflict explicit, but when the marital relationship was strong to 
begin with, wives were an important source of support for their husbands. 
Similarly, when father-child relationships were poor initially, unemployment 
led to a further deterioration, but when father-child relationships were strong, 
unemployment made them even stronger. 

In a study of children of the Great Depression, Elder (1974, 1979) 
presented longitudinal data for two cohorts of children - adolescents and 
primary school children - born in the 1920s. Elder found that the economic 
hardship resulting from unemployment was associated with fathers becoming 
more punitive and arbitrary in their treatment of children. Correspondingly, 
children rated their unemployed fathers as being rejecting, indifferent, and 
unsupportive. At the same time, unemployment also increased the relative 
power of mothers and adolescent children in the family. Adolescents generally 
assumed more responsibilities, with boys finding part-time jobs and girls 
playing an increased role in household management. 

The effects of unemployment depended on the age and sex of children 
at the time. Adolescents became more independent and expressed strong 
identification with their peer groups. And, althougll many adolescents ex
perienced strains in family relationships, the depression did not result in any 
long-term disabilities in their future achievement or health. In fact, adolescents 
from deprived families exhibited a strong desire to achieve vocation ally and 
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were relatively successful in .their career outcomes. In contrast, economic 
deprivation had a negative effect on the personality development of primary 
school children - mainly sons. However, in a later analysis of the same data, 
Elder et al. (1985) also found that rejecting behaviour on the part of un
employed fathers was linked to social and emotional problems in daughters 
of primary school age. The extent of negative effects, however, depended on 
the quality of previous family relationships; as in the Komarovsky study, 
unemployment was most disruptive when family relationships were initially 
poor. When family relationships were initially positive, the effects of un
employment were negligible. 

Australian studies 

Australian data also suggest mixed outcomes of paternal employment on 
family functioning. Studies of unemployed people in Melbourne (Brewer, 
1980, 1982) showed that unemployment benefits were insufficient for meeting 
individual and family needs. Many unemployed parents reported that too 
much unrelieved time spent together and lack of money to go out resulted 
in family stress and deteriorating relationships with spouses and children. 
Other parents, however, reported that the extra time spent with their families 
led to a better understanding of other members and improved relationships. 
In the Australian National Opinion Poll (1984) cited above, many unemployed 
young people said that, although their parents were supportive, relations with 
family members suffered. In particular, problems with irritability caused by 
being unemployed were commonly mentioned. 

In a study conducted in Geelong (Storer et aI., 1983), 70 per cent of 
unemployed respondents reported that their immediate and extended family 
had provided support in the form of advice, talking things over, and en
couragement. In some cases families provided direct assistance in finding a 
job and in other cases families provided cash assistance. These data indicate 
that families often pull together in times of unemployment and are important 
sources of support for the unemployed. However, in a small but significant 
minority of cases (8%), unemployment was reported to have led to conflict 
and problems within the family, such as fighting, drinking, illness, depression, 
and general irritability. 

In summary, the effects of paternal unemployment appear to be mixed. 
The findings clearly indicate that unemployment has a negative impact on the 
unemployed themselves. However, the effects of paternal unemployment on 
the spouses and children of the unemployed appear to be mixed, with some 
families experiencing problems and others coping well and even gaining new 
strengths. It appears that unemployment, while resulting in a definite decrease 
in a family's economic resources, can have either a substantial or a minimal 
impact on a family's interpersonal resources. Families that cope best appear 
to be ones in which interpersonal resources are strong before unemployment 
occurs. 
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Effects of maternal employment on families 

Research on the impact of maternal employment on the family indicates that 
it affects mothers' well-being, their relations with other family members, and 
the development of their children. Each of these areas is discussed below. 

Mothers' well-being 

Overall, the effects of employment on mothers appear to be positive. Em
ployed mothers tend to have better health, less depression, higher self-esteem, 
and more satisfaction with their lives than do mothers who are not employed 
(Ferree, 1976; Hetherington et al., 1982; Hoffman, 1984; Moen, 1982; Nye, 
1974a; Verbrugge and Madans, 1985). However, there is evidence that em
ployed mothers are more likely to experience anxiety and guilt over filling 
a social role that is not entirely approved of (Railings and Nye, 1979). Also, 
the stress associated with full-time employment in addition to household and 
child-care duties can be considerable. Perhaps for these reasons, general 
satisfaction tends to be higher among women who work part-time than among 
women who work full-time (Railings and Nye, 1979). Given the existing social 
constraints, it may be in part-time jobs that mothers are best able to balance 
work and family commitments. This situation may change if the conditions 
of employment become more flexible, child-care facilities become more widely 
available, and fathers take on a greater share of domestic work. 

Effects on family functioning 

Maternal employment appears to have either positive or negative effects on 
family functioning, depending on whether mothers are satisfied or dissatisfied 
with their employment status, and whether or not they receive support and 
approval from other family members. When mothers are satisfied with their 
jobs, maternal employment is positively associated with the quality of inter
action with spouses (Nye, 1974b; Rawlings and Nye, 1979). This is particularly 
true if husbands do not feel threatened by their wives' employment status and 
provide extra assistance with child care. Generally speaking, part-time em
ployment of wives and mothers is more likely to be associated with high 
marital satisfaction of both husbands and wives than is full-time employment 
(Rawlings and Nye, 1979). 

Probably the most demonstrable effect maternal employment has on 
family functioning is the increase in household income it provides. Families 
that are experiencing stress due to an inability to meet expenses are likely to 
be considerably benefited by the financial resources mothers bring in (Berndt, 
1983). 

Research conducted overseas (Maret and Finlay, 1984; Pleck and 
Staines, 1985) and in Australia (Russell, 1982) shows that maternal employ
ment results in mothers slightly reducing the amount of time they spend in 
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domestic duties, including child care. Correspondingly, families of employed 
mothers differ from families of non-employed mothers in that: 

1. fathers tend to participate slightly more in child care; 
2. children tend to take on more responsibilities around the house; 
3. mothers are more likely to encourage independence in their children; and 
4. mothers are more likely to have clear rules for children. 

(See Bahr, 1974; Hoffman, 1984; Moen, 1982; Russell, 1982.) All of these 
can be seen as adaptations on the part of the family to compensate for the 
reduced amount of time employed mothers spend in the household. En
couraging independence in children helps to ease the mother's role strain, and 
setting clear rules makes it easier to control children and run the home 
efficiently. 

Maternal employment is also associated with a decrease in the total 
amount of time mothers spend with children (Hoffman, 1984; Panel on Work, 
Family and Community, 1983). However, when mothers have access to high
quality child care, the effects on young children are likely to be beneficial 
rather than detrimental (Rutter, 1972). Furthermore, although maternal em
ployment results in less time spent with children, research also indicates that 
mother-child interaction tends to be more intense and of a higher quality 
when mothers are employed than when they are not employed. Observational 
studies indicate that the behaviour of employed mothers with young children 
tends to be especially playful- an interactional pattern usually more typical 
of fathers than of mothers - and may reflect a positive way of renewing 
contact after a temporary absence (Pederson et al., 1981; Hoffman, 1984). 

Effects on children 

What about the long-term effects of mothers' employment on children's de
velopment? The majority of studies that have compared children of employed 
and non-employed mothers have found no differences in children's adjust
ment, personality, or academic achievement once adequate controls were 
introduced (Bronfenbrenner and Crouter, 1982; D'Amico et al., 1983; Hoff
man, 1974; Lamb, 1982; Panel on Work, Family and Community, 1983; 
Rawlings and Nye, 1979; Rutter, 1972, 1979). It appears that a mother's self
esteem and satisfaction with life is positively associated with her children's 
adjustment, regardless of employment status. To the extent that employment 
affects the well-being of mothers, it is likely to affect children in a corres
ponding fashion. 

One clear difference that does emerge from the data, however, is that 
children of employed mothers have less stereotyped beliefs and more egali
tarian values about men and women than do children of non-employed moth
ers (Bloom-Feshback et aI., 1982; Rawlings and Nye, 1979; Stephan and 
Corder, 1985). Given that our culture is moving towards greater social equality 
and a less rigid division of labour between the sexes, these changes in children's 
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attitudes can be viewed as adaptive (Lamb, 1982). In addition, for daughters, 
maternal employment appears to be positively associated with independence, 
self-esteem, achievement motivation, and occupational aspirations (Bloom
Feshbach et aI., 1982; Hoffman, 1974; Lamb, 1982). This appears to be due 
to the provision of a positive role model for daughters by employed mothers. 
In contrast, a few studies have shown that maternal employment results in 
lower academic achievement in sons in middle-class families (Bronfenbrenner 
and Crouter, 1982). Although worth noting, this latter finding has not been 
consistently replicated. 

In an Australian study, Khoo et al. (1984a) examined the effects of 
maternal employment during childhood and adolescence on a sample of young 
adults in Melbourne. Maternal employment was found to have little effect 
on sons' subsequent educational attainments or relations with parents. Daugh
ters of employed mothers, compared with daughters of non-employed moth
ers, were more likely to have discussed intimate topics such as birth control 
with their mothers, and were more likely to want to be employed themselves 
while married. Thus, consistent with overseas research, maternal employment 
had more effects on daughters than sons, and these effects were positive rather 
than negative. However, in a second paper based on the same sample, Khoo 
et al. (1984b) found that men had significantly more positive attitudes towards 
women being employed if their own mothers had been employed in profes
sional or clerical occupations than if their mothers were homemakers. A 
similar but weaker trend was found for women. 

In summary, maternal employment appears to have beneficial effects 
on mothers and their families, provided mothers want to work, are satisfied 
with their jobs, and receive the support of other family members. More often 
than not, these conditions are met. However, maternal employment might 
generate more problems than it solves in families where these conditions are 
not met. 

Unemployed fathers and their children 

In this section, the Children in Families data are used to answer the following 
question: Does paternal unemployment have implications for children's ex
periences of family life or development of competence? Because of the small 
number of unemployed fathers in the sample, a case study approach has been 
adopted. 

Children's reports of family processes 

A total of 19 fathers from intact or stepfamilies were unemployed at the time 
of the interview (6.7%). This compares with an unemployment rate of about 
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6 per cent of men with dependent children across Australia in the same year 
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1983). Previous studies reviewed above in
dicate that unemployment brings about changes in the roles of most family 
members. Accordingly, families with unemployed fathers were compared with 
families with employed fathers on the family process variables used in previous 
chapters: mother support, father support, mother control, father control, child 
autonomy, mother punishment, father punishment, household responsibility, 
sibling relations, marital conflict, and cohesion. 

Because of the small sample size, the analysis had to be kept relatively 
simple. Non-parametric Mann-Whitney U tests (see Appendix 2) were con
ducted separately for children in the two age groups (10 primary, nine sec
ondary). These revealed that, for primary school children, paternal 
unemployment was associated with significantly less maternal control and 
significantly more paternal control. These results are consistent with 
Komarovsky (1940), who noted that unemployed fathers became more con
trolling towards their young children because of the increased amount of time 
spent at home. 

Among adolescents, paternal unemployment was associated with signi
ficantly lower father support, less maternal punishment, and a greater allo
cation of household responsibility. The finding that adolescent-father 
relationships were poorer for unemployed fathers than for employed fathers 
is consistent with the studies of both Komarovsky (1940) and Elder (1974). 
Both found that adolescent children tend to hold unemployed fathers in low 
esteem. The reason for the low level of maternal punishment in father
unemployed families is unclear, but it was not associated with a significant 
increase in paternal punishment. It may reflect the increased maturity of 
adolescent children in father-unemployed families, as noted by Elder (1974). 
The finding that more household tasks were undertaken by adolescents in 
father-unemployed families than in father-employed families is also consistent 
with Elder (1974), who found high levels of involvement of adolescent children 
in jobs both within and outside the home. 

Children S competence 

Comparisons were also made between children whose fathers were unem
ployed and children whose fathers were employed on the six competence 
variables used in previous chapters: reading ability, life skills, self-esteem, 
social competence, self-control, and independence. No significant differences 
emerged between family types. These results are consistent with previous 
work indicating that the effects of paternal unemployment on children can 
vary from positive to negative, depending on the adaptability of the family. 
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Parents' accounts of unemployment 

To gain further insight into family adjustment to unemployment, the responses 
to two questions on the parent interview schedule were examined. The first 
question was, 'How does the work situation of you and your partner affect 
your family life?' Not surprisingly, many mothers reported problems associ
ated with their husbands' unemployment. These problems involved economic 
loss, psychological stress on both the unemployed father and the mother, and 
general tension in the family. 

A nice house, lost it. No social activities. Everything. 

He's overqualified and too old. (He's) having a breakdown, I think. 

My husband growls a lot. I'm asthmatic and need medicine but we cut down on 
that. I'm terrified that I mightn't have it. What would happen if I got to that stage 
and I hadn't got any medicine? 

It strains the whole situation. Unnatural, not normal. A worried father. He doesn't 
like to tell the children that he has no money to buy what they ask for. 

A few parents who were currently unemployed themselves acknow
ledged that it affected them in negative ways. 

Unemployment makes me very tense. 

On the financial side, I have to say we can't afford outings or clothes at specific 
times. I've been a bit more bad tempered. Feel personally rejected (because I) 
can't get a job. It sometimes affects the family. 

Parents were also asked 'Are there any things you used to spend money 
on which you feel you can no longer afford?' Most parents noted substantial 
reductions in their standard of living. 

Everything! Clothes, food. We had enough before the unemployment. 

Chips and lollies cost too much. Food - we manage. Electricity bills - we squeeze 
to pay. On the dole it's not easy. 

Had two cars, dropped to one. Would have fixed up the house but can't. Do 
things at a slower rate. Grow our own food. Electricity - try to cut down as 
much as possible. 
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Case studies 

Because of the small number of unemployed fathers in the sample, a case 
study approach was adopted. This approach revealed a wide range of variation 
in families' adaptations to unemployment. In some families unemployment 
appeared to be linked to a larger pattern of family problems and disorgani
sation. In other families, the quality of family life was only minimally affected 
by unemployment. These contrasting patterns are illustrated in the two cases 
below. 

Susan 

Mary 

Susan, aged 16, lived with her father and younger sister in a caravan. Her parents 
had divorced five years ago. The father was unemployed and lived on social 
security benefits. He said that the family's economic situation was 'terrible -
just haven't got enough money to go around'. The father drank heavily through
out the interview and was very aggressive and threatening when talking about 
Susan. He saw her as being defiant and uncontrollable and was afraid that she 
would 'end up like her mother - a whore'. He also complained that most of 
the time he felt tired, bored, and depressed. Susan said that when her father 
doesn't drink 'he's one of the nicest people I know'. However, when he does 
drink, which is most of the time, he becomes mean and aggressive. She said 
that he can't seem to cope with her growing up. Because of her father's drinking, 
Susan preferred to spend most of her time away from home. All of her spending 
money came from a part-time job she held at the supermarket - a necessity 
since Susan's father rarely had any cash to spare. She also thought her father 
was a good worker and enjoyed his job before he lost it. When asked what she 
would change about her family if she could, Susan replied, 'Get the parents back 
together again and get a house together, a car, and just be a normal family.' 

Mary, aged 8, lived with one older sister, one younger sister, and her two 
parents. Although her father had been unemployed for over two years, Mary's 
mother did casual unskilled work to bring in extra money. Mary's mother said 
that her husband's unemployment 'Doesn't matter any more. It used to in the 
past. Two years ago our marriage almost broke up: He was depressed all. the 
time. But now there's no problems.' She said that they had learned how to 
economise, for example by making their own clothes and by waiting until items 
were on sale before buying them. She described her relationship with Mary as 
quite close, and was proud of the fact that Mary was a very good student. She 
rated her family life and well-being as generally positive. According to Mary, 
her father used to work ina factory, but 'Smoke got into his lungs and made 
him sick.' Mary's descriptions of her par~nts revealed that she was close to both 
of them. Her father spent a lot of time around the house and the family often 
played games together. However, the family's precarious economic situation 
was revealed on a number of occasions. For example, Mary said that she was 
saving all her money for a pair of socks because she didn't have enough. 
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These case studies represent two poles of a continuum ranging from 
unsuccessful to successful adaptation. Most families ranged somewhere be
tween these two extremes. In Susan's family, the father's unemployment and 
subsequent poverty exacerbated his problems in establishing control over his 
adolescent daughter. It is probable that the father's heavy use of alcohol was 
related to his feelings of boredom and depression. However, his drinking only 
compounded his problems in establishing successful relationships with his 
children. In contrast, Mary's parents had adjusted to unemployment - after 
an initial period of conflict - in a way that maintained the integrity of the 
family. It appears that the interpersonal resources of these two families (low 
in the first, high in the second) largely mediated the effects of unemployment 
and economic decline. 

Summary of paternal unemployment 

Paternal unemployment is a difficult experience for most families. Unem
ployed parents often suffer from considerable psychological stress, the stand
ard of living of most families deteriorates markedly, and relationships between 
unemployed parents and their children are sometimes disrupted. However, 
families vary substantially in how they deal with these problems. Although 
the sample was very small and interviews were conducted with only one parent 
and child from each family, the present results suggest that the interpersonal 
functioning of most families is not severely disrupted by unemployment. 
According to children, paternal unemployment does not affect the amount 
of support from mothers, pa~ents' use of coercive punishment, the degree of 
marital conflict, the quality of sibling relations, or the level of family cohesion. 
Children of unemployed fathers do tend to take on more household respon
sibility, which may contribute positively to their developing competence (see 
Chapter 4). On the other hand, unemployed fathers appear to provide less 

" " 

support to their adolescent children, suggesting a decrease in resources. Never-
theless, children of unemployed fathers tend to be just as high in general 
competence as children of employed fathers. 

Employed mothers and their families 

In this section, attention is focused on three types of families: those in which 
mothers are not employed, those in which mothers are employed part-time, 
and those in which mothers are employed full-time. These three" family types 
are compared on children's perceptions of family processes and competence. 
In addition, the effects of employment on mothers themselves are considered. 
(For a more technical report on these data, see Amato, 1986d.) 
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Sample characteristics 

The percentage of employed mothers was 52.6 per cent (33.1 % part-time and 
19.5% full-time). This compares with the Australian population figure of 
about 51 per cent for married women with children in a comparable age range 
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1983). Of those mothers not employed, 19 
per cent said they were looking for either part-time (13%) or full-time (6%) 
work. Mothers in one-parent families, compared with mothers in intact two
parent families, were no more likely to be employed (48% in each), although 
mothers in one-parent families were more likely to be working full-time than 
part-time (23% versus 13%). Mothers in stepfamilies had the highest rate of 
employment (33% full-time and 41 % part-time). Among those women not 
employed, 28 per cent of mothers in one-parent families, 12 per cent of 
mothers in intact families, and 4 per cent of mothers in stepfamilies were 
looking for jobs. 

Children's reports of family processes 

The first step in the analysis was to see if a mother's employment status was 
related, overall, to the family process variables. Accordingly, a MANCOVA 
(see Appendix 2) was conducted with mother's employment status (not em
ployed versus employed part-time versus employed full-time), child age level, 
and sex of child as factors. Total sibsize, household sib size , family socio
economic status, and family type were used as covariates. With the effects 
of the covariates removed from the data, the multivariate test revealed a 
significant effect for mother's employment status and a significant interaction 
between mother's employment status and child age level (both p < .01). 
Because the multivariate test was significant, univariate tests were carried out 
using all the cases available for a given variable. The adjusted means for all 
process variables are presented in Table 8.1; only significant effects (p < .05) 
are noted in the discussion. 

Parental support 

Table 8.1 reveals that mothers' workforce participation made little difference 
to children's reports of mother support. Children at both age levels whose 
mothers were employed outside the home reported as much interest, time, 
and help from mothers as did children whose mothers were not employed. 
No significant effects emerged for this variable. Similarly, levels of father 
support, although revealing some variation, were not significantly related to 
mother's workforce status. These findings are interesting because they indicate 
that children did not experience maternal neglect if their mothers were em
ployed outside the home. 
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Table 8.1 Adjusted means and standard deviations for family process 
variables by mother's workforce status and child age level 

Measure Not Employed Employed 
employed part-time full-time 

Mother Children x 12.4 12.6 12.5 
support (S) (2.7) (3.0) (2.6) 

(n) (106) (57) (30) 
Adolescents x 12.4 12.0 12.0 

(S) (3.5) (3.6) (2.8) 
(n) (79) (72) (46) 

Father Children x 11.2 11.4 10.1 
support (S) (3.5) (4.0) (3.8) 

(n) (99) (52) (27) 
Adolescents x 10.9 10.3 ILl 

(S) (4.6) (3.9) (3.7) 
(n) (70) (67) (43) 

Mother Children x 3.7 3.4 3.8 
controlb (S) (Ll) (Ll) (Ll) 

(n) (106) (57) (30) 
Adolescents x 2.8 2.9 2.1 

(S) (1.4) (1.3) (Ll) 
(n) (79) (72) (46) 

Father Children x 1.7 2.1 2.2 
control3 (S) (1.3) (1.4) (1.7) 

(n) (99) (52) (27) 
Adolescents x 1.4 1.7 1.4 

(S) (1.3) (Ll) (1.0) 
(n) (70) (67) (43) 

Autonomy3 Children x 0.2 0.2 0.5 
(S) (0.4) (0.4) (0.6) 
(n) (106) (57) (30) 

Adolescents x 1.3 1.1 1.9 
(S) (1.2) (Ll) (1.4) 
(n) (79) (72) (46) 

Mother Children x 3.7 3.9 3.3 
punishment3 (S) (1.3) (1.0) (1.2) 

(n) (106) (57) (30) 
Adolescents x 2.1 2.3 1.7 

(S) (1.2) (1.2) (1.2) 
(n) (79) (72) (30) 

Father Children x 2.9 2.9 3.1 
punishmentC (S) (1.5) (1.5) (1.5) 

(n) (99) (52) (27) 
Adolescents x 2.0 2.1 2.0 

(S) (1.6) (1.5) (1.5) 
(n) (70) (67) (43) 
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Measure Not Employed Employed 
employed part-time full-time 

Household Children it 4.6 4.4 4.8 
responsibilitya (S) (2.7) (3.0) (2.9) 

(n) (106) (57) (30) 
Adolescents it 5.7 6.4 7.9 

(S) (2.2) (3.3) (3.5) 
(n) (79) (72) (46) 

Sibling Children it 2.9 2.8 2.5 
relations (S) (0.7) (0.8) (0.9) 

(n) (102) (52) (27) 
Adolescents it 3.0 3.0 3.1 

(S) (0.6) (0.7) (0.7) 
(n) (77) (68) (40) 

Marital Children it 4.1 4.0 4.0 
conflictC (S) (1.1) (1.0) (1.0) 

(n) (71) (40) (21) 
Adolescents it 4.4 4.2 4.5 

(S) (1.6) (1.3) (1.3) 
(n) (53) (60) (29) 

Family Children it 11.6 11.5 11.2 
cohesion (S) (3.5) (3.0) (3.2) 

(n) (106) (57) (30) 
Adolescents it 10.5 10.1 10.5 

(S) (5.0) (4.2) (4.3) 
(n) (79) (72) (46) 

a A significant main effect for employment status, p < .05. 
b A significant employment status x age level interaction, p < .05. 
C A significant employment status x sex of child interaction, p < .05. 

Parental control 

A significant interaction between a mother's employment status and child age 
level emerged for mother control. The means in Table 8.1 indicate that primary 
school children's reports of maternal decision-making were lowest when moth
ers were employed part-time, but overall were not strongly related to mothers' 
workforce status. However, adolescents reported less maternal decision-mak
ing if their mothers were employed full-time than if their mothers were em
ployed part-time or were not employed. This suggests that mothers who were 
employed full-time continued to maintain control over younger children, but 
exercised less control over adolescent children, who, presumably, were ca
pable of accepting the increased responsibility. 

Children's reports of father control varied significantly with maternal 
employment status. Primary school children whose mothers were employed 
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full-time reported the highest level of paternal control and primary school 
children whose mothers were not employed reported the lowest level of pa
ternal control. It is of interest to note that primary school children whose 
mothers were employed full-time reported the highest level of maternal control 
as well. These results are consistent with previous studies finding that relatively 
strict control of children is exercised when parents work, presumably to offset 
a decrease in the amount of direct supervision mothers are able to carry out. 
However, this pattern was not observed among adolescents, where father 
control was as high when mothers were employed full-time as when mothers 
were not employed. 

Consistent with the trend described above, children reported signifi
cantly more autonomy in decision-making when their mothers were employed 
full-time than when their mothers were employed part-time or were not em
ployed. Although primary school children, as well as adolescents, reported 
the highest level of autonomy when their mothers worked full-time, their 
absolute level of autonomy was quite low. 

ParentaL punishment 

Children at both age levels whose mothers were employed full-time reported 
significantly less maternal punishment than did other children. This is con
sistent with the trend noted earlier for mothers to be less involved in child 
rearing when they are employed than when they are not employed. 

For paternal punishment, a significant interaction emerged between 
mother's work status and the child's sex, with mother's workforce participation 
being associated with increased paternal punishment for boys at both age 
levels but not for girls. These results indicate that when mothers were em
ployed full-time, there was a decrease in children's reports of maternal discip
line and an increase (at least for boys) in reports of paternal discipline. The 
increased role of the father in disciplining children can be seen as a compen
sating adjustment on the part of parents to the decreased involvement of the 
mother. It may also reflect a trend for husbands of employed mothers, com
pared with husbands of mothers who are not employed, to spend more time 
with their children and, hence, to be more likely to encounter children's 
misbehaviour. The reason why an increase in paternal discipline should be 
apparent for boys, but not for girls, may reflect the fact that fathers are 
generally more involved with sons than with daughters (see Chapter 4), 
although it may also have to do with the fact that boys tend to be more 
disruptive than girls. 

HousehoLd responsibility 

A significant interaction was found between mother's workforce status and 
child age leyel for household responsibility. Among adolescents, children 
whose mothers were employed outside the home, particularly those employed 
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full-time, reported the highest level of household responsibility. This trend 
was less clear among primary school children, although the highest level of 
responsibility was also reported by children whose mothers were employed 
full-time. This finding is consistent with the notion that families adjust to 
maternal employment by allocating a greater share of household management 
to children. 

Sibling relations, marital conflict, and family cohesion 

No significant effects emerged for sibling relations or family cohesion. For 
marital conflict, a significant interaction emerged between mother's employ
ment status and children's sex: at both age levels, sons reported the highest 
level of marital conflict when mothers were employed full-time, while daugh
ters reported the lowest level of marital conflict when mothers were employed 
full-time. The reason for this is unclear, although it may be that daughters 
- perhaps out of sympathy for their mothers - underestimated any disruptive 
effects. Equally, it may be that sons resented their mothers' employment 
because of dominant social beliefs about working mothers. These are, of 
course, speculative interpretations, but they would make interesting hy
potheses for future research. 

Maternal employment in different types of families 

Before concluding this section, a further question is addressed: Are the re
lations between maternal employment and family processes similar in all types 
of families? Or are there differences between high SES and low SES families, 
intact families and one-parent families, and small and large families in the 
implications of maternal employment? To answer this issue, multivariate tests 
were carried out to determine if the effects of maternal employment differed 
by family SES, family type, and family size. These tests revealed that maternal 
employment did not interact significantly with any of these family variables. 
In other words, the implications of maternal employment for the ways in 
which families function appear to be similar in all types of families: high SES 
families and low SES families; intact, one-parent, and step-parent families; 
small families and large families. 

Summary of maternal employment and family process 

The commonsense notion that maternal employment is associated with a 
decrease in the amount of time, attention, and support provided to children 
is not supported in the present study. Instead, children and adolescents report 
similar levels of interest and help from their mothers, regardless of employ
ment status. Reported levels of support from fathers are also similar in mother-. 
employed and mother-non-employed families. 

Maternal employment does have implications for parental child-rearing 
techniques. However, it is not the case that younger children of full-time 
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employed mothers experience a lack of supervision; instead, they report rela
tively high levels of maternal and paternal control and a high level of household 
responsibility. And although boys and girls report less maternal punishment 
if their mothers are employed full time, boys also report more paternal pun
ishment. Taken together, these findings suggest that maternal employment 
is associated with an increase, rather than a decrease, in the level of parental 
control of younger children. 

Maternal employment appears to affect the family environment of adol
escents somewhat differently from that of primary school children. In families 
where mothers are employed full-time, adolescents report less maternal con
trol, less maternal punishment, more autonomy, and more household re
sponsibilities than in families where mothers are employed part-time or are 
not employed. These trends, which exist for both male and female adolescents, 
provide support for the notion that maternal employment is associated with 
the encouragement of independence in older children and a greater involve
ment in household chores and management. 

These findings do not indicate any loss of interpersonal resources associ
ated with maternal employment. In addition, maternal employment results 
in a higher standard of living for families and an increase in the personal well
being of mothers. These considerations suggest positive effects of maternal 
employment on the development of children. In the next section relations 
between mothers' employment status and children's competence are examined. 

Children's competence 

A multivariate test (MANCOV A) was carried out using the same factors and 
covariates as described above. The dependent variables were the six com
petence variables: reading ability, life skills, self-esteem, social competence, 
self-control, and independence. This test revealed that neither the effect of 
mothers' employment status, nor the interaction between mothers' employ
ment status and child age level, was significant (both p > .1). However, the 
interaction between mothers' employment status and the child's sex was signi
ficant (p < .05), and further investigation revealed that this was mainly due 
to the self-esteem variable. 

Daughters' self-esteem 

Figure 8.1 presents the adjusted mean self-esteem scores for primary and 
secondary school children in the three maternal employment groups. Mother's 
employment status made little difference to the self-esteem of sons. But the 
self-esteem of daughters was considerably higher when mothers worked full
time than when mothers were not employed or worked part-time. This result 
is consistent with previous studies that found positive effects of maternal 
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employment on daughters, but not on sons, and suggests that employed moth
ers present a role model for daughters that has positive implications for their 
self-image. This was not apparent for daughters whose mothers worked part
time rather than full-time. One possible explanation for this difference is that 
mothers employed full-time are more likely than mothers working part-time 
to have' high-status occupations and to be committed to long-term careers. 
Consequently, mothers in full-time employment probably have more status 
in the family than do women in part-time employment. 

Competence profiles 

The adjusted means for primary school children and adolescents in the three 
maternal employment groups are presented in Figures 8.2 and 8.3. These 
figures can be interpreted as competence profiles for children in the three 
groups. 

Although the multivariate revealed no significant differences in com
petence between children in the three groups at either age level, an intriguing 
pattern of means appeared in the adolescent sample. There was a consistent 
trend across all six forms of competence for adolescents with full-time em
ployed mothers to score higher than adolescents in the other two groups. The 
odds of this occurring by chance alone are very small (p = .0014), which 
suggests that adolescents experience some general but weak benefits of ma
ternal full-time employment. Of course, it is also likely that mothers of com
petent, well-adjusted, and well-behaved children feel freer to take on full
time employment than do other mothers. Although it is impossible to establish 
the direction of causality, one thing is clear: maternal employment did not 
have any negative effects on the competence of children or adolescents. 

Further tests were carried out to see if the implications of maternal 
employment were similar for children living in different types of families. 
Multivariate tests revealed that, in terms of children's competence, maternal 
employment had no more of a disruptive effect on children in low SES families 
than in high SES families. Similarly, no differences were found between one
parent families and intact families, or between large and small families, in 
the effects of maternal employment. Therefore, the notion that maternal 
employment places children in one-parent families or in large families at 
particular risk was not supported. 

Summary of maternal employment and child competence 

Few effects of mothers' workforce participation on child competence are 
evident. But when effects do appear, they are consistently positive rather 
than negative. Daughters at both age levels experience a boost in self-esteem 
when their mothers are employed in full-time occupations. And adolescents 
whose mothers are employed full-time consistently score highest on all forms 
of competence. These findings provide absolutely no support for the com
monly expressed view that maternal employment has negative effects on the 
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development of children. Furthermore, the absence of negative effects was 
observed not only in intact and upper SES families, but also in one-parent 
and lower SES families. 

Mothers' well-being and perceptions of family life 

In this section, the implications of maternal employment for mothers them
selves are considered. 

Well-being 

On most items, employed mothers came out on top. When asked to rate their 
physical health, 50 per cent of non-employed mothers said it was 'excellent' 
or 'very good', compared with 58 per cent of mothers employed part-time 
and 61 per cent of mothers employed full-time. In relation to mental health, 
18 per cent of non-employed mothers said they were unhappy or depressed 
either 'very often' or 'fairly often', compared with 9 per cent of mothers 
employed part-time and 14 per cent of mothers employed full-time. When 
asked, 'Do you have times when you lose control of your feelings and feel 
you might hurt your children?', non-employed mothers were most likely to 
agree (29%), followed by full-time (18%) and part-time (16%) employed 
mothers. Although the differences were not great, these three items consist
ently indicated that mothers who were not employed had the lowest level of 
well-being. 

This tendency for maternal employment to be positively associated with 
physical health and psychological well-being has been noted by other inves
tigators (e.g. Hoffman, 1984; Nye, 1974; Verbrugge and Madans, 1985). This 
suggests, on the one hand, that employment outside the home is beneficial 
for married women. On the other hand, mothers with good physical and 
mental health are probably more likely to seek employment than mothers 
with poor physical and mental health. It is quite possible, of course, that both 
mechanisms are operating. 

As might be expected, employment also has its drawbacks, and employed 
mothers often indicated problems with lack of time. For example, when asked 
if they ever felt rushed, only 15' per cent of non-employed mothers agreed, 
compared with 26 per cent of mothers employed part-time and 33 per cent 
of mothers employed full-time. Similarly, when asked if they ever had spare 
time on their hands, 33 per cent of non-employed mothers agreed, compared 
with only 7 per cent of mothers in part-time employment and 8 per cent of 
mothers in full-time employment. However, when asked if they ever feel tired 
or worn out, only minor differences appeared between non-employed and 
employed mothers (17% not employed, 14% part-time, 20% full-time). These 
responses indicate that, although employed mothers were especially likely to 
experience pressure from lack of time, they did not feel tired or worn out any 
more than non-employed mothers. 



Father and mothers at work: does it affect the children? 195 

Family life 

Mothers were also asked to rate their family lives on a series of rating scales. 
Only trivial differences emerged between non-employed and employed 
women in the extent to which they rated their families as being relaxed, well
organised, complicated, close, or sharing. More substantial differences 
emerged on two items. When asked how tense their family lives were, full
time employed mothers were most likely to say 'always' (32%), followed by 
non-employed mothers (26%) and part-time employed mothers (19%). How
ever, although full-time employed mothers reported the highest level of ten
sion, they also reported the highest level of satisfaction with their marital 
relationships: 72 per cent of mothers in full-time employment said they were 
'very happy' with their relationships, compared with 54 per cent of non
employed mothers and 58 per cent of part-time employed mothers. These 
responses suggest that full-time employment can result in both greater tension 
and greater satisfaction from family relationships. 

Finally, mothers were asked an open-ended question, 'How does your 
work situation affect your family life?' Although 43 per cent of mothers 
employed part-time said that work caused no problems for their families, this 
response was only given by 20 per cent of mothers employed full-time. Full
time employed mothers were more likely than part-time employed mothers 
to report that they didn't have enough time (37% versus 15%), that they 
often felt tired (10% versus 3%), and that they frequently felt tense (14% 
versus 3%). 

I don't have as much time with the children. 

I'm very busy. My work load is too heavy, time wise, and it causes anxiety to me. 

We never have much time really. It's work,· work, work. 

However, full-time employed mothers were more likely than part-time 
employed mothers to say that their job caused family members to share 
responsibilities (16% versus 6%). As well, 32 per cent of mothers in full-time 
employment and 30 per cent of mothers in part-time employment mentioned 
good things about their jobs, such as positive feelings about themselves and 
the usefulness of the extra money. 

I'm very busy and they're right behind me. They give me a lot of support and 
encouragement. 

It doesn't interfere in any way because they all go off to school when I go. We're 
pleased to have the income. It's beneficial to me that I have something to do. I 
think I'm better with outside interests. 

It helps us. If I wasn't working there's'a lot of things they couldn't have. 

We can give our kids more and improve our house. 
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Summary of effects on mothers 

Overall, these results indicate problems as well as benefits associated with 
maternal employment. Mothers employed part-time appear to have fewer 
sources of stress than do mothers employed full-time, a finding that reflects 
the fact that employed mothers often have to fill two roles (employee and 
homemaker) with minimal help from fathers. However, many mothers em
ployed full-time apparently find their jobs to be both financially and psycho
logically rewarding. Maternal employment does not appear to have many 
significant negative consequences for family functioning or mothers' well
being. 

Implications 

Unemployed fathers 

In spite of the dole-bludger stereotype, there is a general recognition among 
both practitioners and the public that unemployment has damaging effects 
on one's outlook and feelings of self-worth. The fact that unemployment can 
also have damaging effects on the families of unemployed husbands and fathers 
is probably less widely known. Studies of the Great Depression found that 
unemployment often led to a deterioration in relationships between fathers 
and their adolescent children. It is sad to think that this continues to happen 
in Australia in the 1980s; yet adolescents in the present study described 
unemployed fathers as being less supportive than employed fathers. And the 
case studies revealed instances in which paternal unemployment. was a major 
contributing factor to serious family problems. 

Policy makers should be aware that merely counting the number of 
unemployed workers grossly underestimates the total number of people ad
verselyaffected. Practitioners should also be sensitive to this finding. Previous 
chapters indicated that father-child relationships, particularly with adol
escents, are tenuous in many families; when unemployment occurs in these 
cases, it is likely to compound existing problems enormously. The father-child 
relationship will need rebuilding in many cases of paternal unemployment, 
especially if unemployment has gone on for long periods of time. On the 
other hand, unemployment can be an occasion for families to pull together. 
Practitioners who can build on family strengths may find that it is possible 
for many families to emerge stronger than ever from a period of unemployment. 
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Employed fathers 

Just because a father is employed does not mean an absence of problems for 
his family and children. Many fathers' jobs require long hours, shift work, 
or travel - all of which detract from the amount of time they have available 
to spend with their families. As noted in Chapter 2, most children who said 
their fathers didn't spend enough time with them cited their father's jobs as 
the reason for the problem. And children who wished for more time and help 
from their fathers tended to have low self-esteem (Amato, 1986c). Employ
ment policies that allow fathers to spend additional high-quality time with 
their children, such as flexi-time, permanent part-time work, and paternity 
leave, should be encouraged. 

Employed mothers 

A great deal has been said in the popular press about the effects of maternal 
employment on children, most of it bad. However, the analyses presented 
in this chapter reveal no negative effects of maternal employment. Instead, 
there is an increment in the self-esteem of young girls when mothers work 
full-time. In addition, employment is associated with an improvement in the 
well-being of mothers, as well as an increase in financial resources. As noted 
above, public attitudes are often aligned against employed mothers, yet the 
number of employed mothers in Australia is very large and is increasing. The 
fact that maternal employment in most cases is not bad for children, if widely 
disseminated in the media, would help to allay the fears and guilt feelings of 
many employed women. 

Practitioners may find that they are increasingly working with dual
earner families. When mothers assume full-time employment, the roles and 
responsibilities of family members require renegotiation. To ease problems 
of task overload and burn-out in mothers, it is necessary for fathers and 
children to assume greater responsibility for household management. For
tunately, this is likely to have positive spin-offs for family members other than 
the mother. Increasing the level of paternal involvement in housework pro
vides a positive role model for children, particularly boys. Research by Russell 
(1983b) and Kelly (1982) also indicates that fathers feel better about them
selves and benefit from their relationships with children when they are highly 
involved in child care. In addition, increasing the number of household re
sponsibilities of children is likely to facilitate their acquisition of everyday 
skills and enhance their feelings of self-esteem (see Chapter 4). 

We need social policies which acknowledge that working mothers are 
a fact of life in this country. Policies that allow mothers and fathers to share 
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work and family responsibilities equally are desirable. For example, in Aus
tralia, preschools and child care centres are not equally available to all chil
dren, and they continue to be inadequately funded (Institute of Family Studies, 
1984). This is a situation that requires attention, especially in the light of the 
fact that Australia spends relatively small amounts of money on child-care 
compared to many European countries. The provision of these facilities would 
be of substantial benefit to employed mothers experiencing task overload, 
and would also make it possible for many mothers who currently want to be 
employed to enter the labour force. These facilities would also provide stim
ulating social and educational opportunities for children, particularly those 
in one-parent families, only-child families, and low-income families. 

Unemployed mothers 

Minimal research attention has been given to unemployment among mothers. 
Yet it is known that a second income from an employed mother often makes 
the difference between a family living above or below the poverty line. And 
the literature reviewed in this chapter indicates that women are most satisfied 
with their lives when they want to be employed and are employed. It seems 
likely, therefore, that maternal unemployment is associated with economic 
problems in the family, dissatisfaction on the part of mothers, high levels of 
family stress, and possibly negative effects on children. 

Although not reported above, these possibilities were examined in the 
present study. This revealed no significant differences between mothers who 
were unemployed and mothers who were full-time homemakers but not un
employed in mothers' well-being, perceptions offamily processes, or children's 
competence. However, the number of unemployed women in the study was 
small (n = 34), so the results cannot be taken to be conclusive. Therefore, 
this issue would make an interesting - and useful- topic for future research. 
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Rich child, poor child: family socio
economic status 

Although Australia has been called a 'classless' society, inequalities· in the 
distribution of wealth, educational attainment, prestige, and power have been 
well documented (Henderson, 1975; Wild, 1978). Family socio-economic sta
tus (SES) is a broad concept that summarises a family's position in the social 
hierarchy. Parents in high SES families are generally well educated and have 
occupations with high levels of prestige, power, and income. Clearly, chil
dren's access to a wide range of material and social resources is determined 
by family SES. Family SES also has implications for the ways in which families 
are organised and function. 

The chapter begins by reviewing previous research on socio-economic 
status and its links to processes within families and children's development. 
Data from the Children in Families study are then presented that address two 
questions: 

1. What implications does family SES have for children's experiences of family 
life? 

2. Is family SES related to children's level of competence? 

Research on socio-economic status 

Measuring family socio-economic status 

There is some disagreement between researchers on how socio-economic 
status should be measured. The father's (or husband's) occupation has been 
the variable most frequently used to determine a family's socio-economic 
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status (Hodge and Siegal, 1968). However, given the large number of mothers 
now in the labour force, and the increase in the number of mother-headed 
single-parent families, it seems reasonable that mothers' occupations should 
also be included. This, in fact, is the approach adopted in the present chapter. 
In addition to occupation, other variables such as education, income, and the 
degree of overcrowding in the household are often included as components 
of SES. Some researchers combine these components into a summary index, 
while others prefer to examine the effects of each component separately. 

A common approach is to classify families into a small number of social 
classes, such as middle class and working class, that reflect clusters of occu
pations sharing similar characteristics. Sociologists working from a Marxist 
tradition use the term social class in a very specific sense to refer to an 
individual's position in the social relations of production, that is, as a wage
labourer or a capitalist (Wright, 1980). Other researchers use the term social 
class in a broader sense to refer to what are perhaps better characterised as 
status groups, that is, groups with distinguishable patterns of consumption 
and lifestyles (Gecas, 1979). In contrast to an emphasis on discrete groups, 
other researchers use socio-economic status as a continuous variable that can 
take on a large number of values, ranging from very low to very high (e.g. 
Broom et al., 1977). 

Given these different approaches, it is not surprising that these terms 
are often confused by researchers. Nevertheless, regardless of how one con
ceptualises and measures social class or socio-economic status, a degree of 
consistency emerges in the research findings. Accordingly, in reviewing the 
literature below, no distinction is made between studies referring to social 
class and socio-economic status. (Almost all studies reviewed here have ex
amined SES rather than social class in the Marxist sense.) 

Family socio-economic status and family functioning 

Parental support 

Some studies dealing with family processes have found SES differences in 
parent--child support, with high SES parents being more supportive, attentive, 
helpful, and affectionate than low SES parents (see Gecas, 1979; Hess, 1970; 
Hoffman, 1984 for reviews). Notably, some researchers have found that social 
class differences are more pronounced for sons than for daughters. Other 
researchers have concluded that a family's level of SES affects father--child 
relationships more than it affects mother--child relationships. In an Australian 
study that supports this latter trend, Edgar (1974a; 1980, Chapter 7) found 
that adolescent children were more likely to see their fathers as being fair if 
fathers were employed in professional occupations rather than service or 
unskilled occupations. 
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Parental control and discipline 

Many overseas studies have found SES differences in parental control and 
disciplinary practices (Gecas, 1979; Hess, 1970; Hoffman, 1974; Kohn, 1963, 
1969; Sears et aI., 1957). Low SES parents, compared with high SES parents, 
have been found to rely more on physical punishment and other forms of 
coercive control and to rely less on psychological techniques such as reasoning, 
pointing out the consequences of children's behaviour for others, withdrawal 
of affection, and inducement of shame and guilt. In addition, low SES parents 
are more likely to punish children on the basis of the consequences of their 
behaviour while high SES parents are more likely to punish children on the 
basis of intentions. Generally, low SES parents tend to be relatively author
itarian and restrictive in their dealings with children while high SES parents 
tend to be more democratic and willing to grant autonomy. Finally, low SES 
parents encourage the values of obedience, respect for authority, neatness, 
and staying out of trouble. High SES parents, on the other hand, encourage 
children's achievement, curiosity, independence, co-operation, and self
control. 

Australian data support some of these trends. Edgar (1980, Chapter 7) 
found that fathers in non-manual occupations valued curiosity, consideration 
of others, self-control, and responsibility in their children. Fathers in manual 
occupations valued neatness, cleanliness, obeying parents, and conforming 
to sex roles. In relation to punishment, middle-class mothers stressed the 
importance of firmness for teaching children self-control, and preferred the 
use of love and understanding to physical punishment. Working-class mothers 
stressed obedience and were willing to use physical punishment and the dep
rivation of privileges to achieve it. 

Family conflict and cohesion 

While a large number of studies have dealt with social class and parent-child 
relations, other studies have considered different dimensions of family process 
such as conflict, cohesion, and the general quality of family life. For example, 
Lewis (1970), in describing family relations in poor families, referred to a 
'culture of poverty' in which family relations were marked by instability, 
disorganisation, and authoritarianism. Studies reviewed by Lewis and Spanier 
(1979) indicated that the quality of the marital relationship is positively associ
ated with parents' education, family income, and the husband's occupatiomil 
status. Similarly, studies reviewed by Aldous et al. (1979) indicate that marital 
instability and divorce are higher in low SES families than in high SES families. 
In an Australian study, Poole and Gelder (1984) found that adolescents from 
high SES families in Sydney rated their families as being more cohesive than 
did adolescents from low SES families. Overall, these findings indicate that 
family SES is positively associated with cohesion and negatively associated 
with conflict. Few studies appear to have looked specifically at sibling relations 
in high and low SES families. 
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Reasons for differences in socio-economic status 

Differences in child-rearing techniques between SES groups have been con
sistently documented. Why do these differences exist? Kohn (1963, 1969) 
theorised that parental occupation is the key variable, with differences in the 
conditions of employment of white-collar and blue-coUar workers leading to 
differences in values and perspectives. Kohn pointed out that middle-class 
occupations, compared with working-class ocq.lpations, are more likely to 
require autonomy, flexibility, individual initiative, and judgment, and are less 
likely to involve supervision. Because of these differences in the degree of 
self-direction, middle-class workers come to value freedom, individualism, 
and creativity, while working-class workers come to value conformity to ex
ternal demands, orderliness, neatness, and obedience. These values and per
spectives are expressed in parents' child-rearing practices, with middle-class 
parents encouraging self-direction in children and 'working-class parents en
couraging conformity to external standards. Accordingly, middle-class parents 
allow children considerable autonomy and use control techniques that appeal 
to children's intrinsic motivation while working-class parents are restrictive 
and use punishment techniques that force children into obedience. 

Other theories have suggested psychological deficits on the part of low 
SES parents. For example, McKinley (1964) argued that low socio-economic 
status, because of the lack of social and material rewards it brings, leads to 
feelings of frustration. As a result, low SES fathers tend to be more severe 
and aggressive in their relations with children and spouses when compared 
with high SES parents. A similar perspective (Hoffman, 1984) suggests that 
parental behaviour in low SES families is often a reaction to stress. Power
assertive techniques such as physical punishment may be used by highly 
stressed parents because they do not have the patience to use more time
consuming techniques such as reasoning. Other theorists have argued that the 
deprivation associated with poverty and low SES results in maladaptive per
sonality traits in parents, such as an inability to defer gratification, an external 
locus of control, feelings of inefficacy, a lack of achievement motivation, 
authoritarianism, and low self-esteem (see Gecas, 1979 for a review). These 
personality characteristics of low SES parents are seen to shape the child
rearing practices of parents and to colour the general quality of parent--child 
interaction. However, Gecas (1979) concluded, after his review of the liter
ature, that relatively few studies support psychological deficit perspectives. 

Qualifications 

The studies reviewed above indicate that children in high SES families have 
greater interpersonal resources to draw upon than do children in low SES 
families. However, some qualifications are necessary. Firstly, as Gecas (1979) 
noted, most of the differences between SES groups are low in magnitude, 
with SES typically accounting for less than 10 per cent of the variance in 
parental behaviour and attitudes. In other words, there is much more variation 
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in parent--child relations within social classes than there is between social 
classes. Secondly, as pointed out by Maccoby (1980), the possibility cannot 
be ignored that the largely negative findings about parent--child relations in 
lower-class families are a product of a middle-class bias on the part of most 
researchers. Researchers may have naively defined what are essentially 
middle-class practices as being the most valuable and, hence, have 'stacked 
the deck' against working-class families. . 

Family sodo-economic status and child outcomes 

Children growing up in high SES families have a substantially broader range 
of resources to draw upon than do children growing up in low SES families. 
Children's access to nutrition, health care, education, material goods, and 
travel are all determined by SES. In addition, the research reviewed above 
suggests that children in high SES families also have greater access to inter
personal resources than do children in low SES families. High levels of parental 
support, the encouragement of independence and achievement, and training 
in self-control are likely to be associated with greater cognitive ability, self
esteem, self-efficacy, and an intrinsic motivation to achieve goals. These 
considerations therefore suggest that family SES should be positively associ
ated with child competence. By and large, the research findings reviewed 
below confirm this prediction. 

Cognitive ability and school achievement 

As noted in Chapter 1, White (1982) reviewed nearly 200 studies and found 
that the great majority reported positive and statistically significant associa
tions between family SES and children's cognitive ability and school achieve
ment. As stated, the relation between SES and cognitive ability has been 
referred to as 'one of the firmest facts in psychology' (Kagan, 1979, p. 229). 
The specific environmental components that appear to be related to children's 
intellectual development include parents' interest in and encouragement of 
academic activities, the quality of parents' language, the amount of help given 
to children with school work and other intellectual tasks, the extent to which 
the family seeks out educational experiences in the form of television pro
grams, books, and visits to libraries and museums, and the general intellectual 
environment of the family as reflected in the choice of games, hobbies, and 
recreational activities. In addition to scoring higher on measures of academic 
achievement, high SES children also tend to have higher educational and 
occupational aspirations than do low SES children (Hess, 1970). 

The results of Australian-based studies are generally consistent with 
overseas trends. Marjoribanks (1979) analysed data from several samples of 
Australian students and found that parental occupational status and education 
were moderately strongly associated with both the intellectuality of the home 
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environment and children's scores on measures of cognitive ability and school 
achievement. A similar result was found by Share et al. (1983) in relation to 
the reading ability of a sample of primary school children in Geelong. Stroob
ant (1978) found, in a sample of adolescents from Sydney, that low family 
SES was associated with below average scores on intelligence tests, a dislike 
of school, and plans to leave school early. Consistent with this trend, Rosier 
(1978), and Edgar and Amato (1986) found, using national data sets, that 
low family SES was associated with a low probability of staying on at school 
past the age of 16. Finally, children of parents employed in professional 
occupations in Australia have a much greater probability of going on to 
university than do children of parents employed in manual occupations (An
derson et aI., 1980). 

Other forms of competence 

Socio-economic status differences in forms of child competence other than 
cognitive ability and school achievement are not as well documented. ZiII and 
Peterson (1982) found that parents' education was positively associated with 
children's practical skills knowledge. Rosenberg (1965) found a weak but 
positive relationship between self-esteem and social class among adolescents. 
Coopersmith (1967) also found that children from the top SES group had the 
highest self-esteem, but the difference was not statistically significant. Studies 
reviewed by Hartup (1970) indicate that low SES children are less popular 
than children from middle or high SES families, suggesting that high SES 
children are more socially skilled (or alternately, that they are more sought 
out by other children). This is consistent with the Australian study by Poole 
and Gelder (1984) in which high SES adolescents in Sydney listed more people 
in their social networks than did low SES adolescents. Finally, low SES 
children exhibit more signs of maladjustment than do high SES children (Hess, 
1970) and are more likely to be classified as juvenile delinquents (Glueck and 
Glueck, 1950). Of course, this latter finding may simply imply that low SES 
children are more likely than high SES children to be prosecuted and convicted 
if they are caught. Nevertheless, the weight of the evidence indicates that high 
SES children, compared with low SES children, are advantaged in the de
velopment of general competence. 

Family socio-economic status and family process 

In this section, the Children in Families data are used to examine associations 
between family socio-economic status and children's reports of family pro
cesses. This section begins by describing the educational, occupational, and 
income characteristics of the sample. Partial correlations are then presented 
between measures of SES and family processes, controlling for a number of 
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family background characteristics. In the following section, correlations are 
examined between SES variables and forms of child competence. 

Sample characteristics 

The distributions of occupations for mothers and fathers in the Children in 
Families study sample can be viewed in Table A3 (see Appendix 3) where 
they have been grouped into broad categories used by the Australian Bureau 
of Statistics. The largest occupational group for fathers was tradesmen and 
labourers (31.4%) followed by professional and technical (21.9%) and admin
istration, managers, and executives (12.7%). The largest occupational group 
for mothers was clerical (27.4%) followed by professional and technical 
(23.4%) and service, sport, and recreation (20.4%). For analytic purposes, 
mothers' and fathers' occupations were given occupation prestige codes based 
on the ANU-2 scale devised by Broom et al. (1977). 

Fathers were better educated, on average, than mothers: 32 per cent 
of fathers had 13 years or more of education, compared with 24 per cent of 
mothers. Correspondingly, 33 per cent of fathers had 10 years of education 
or less, compared with 44 per cent of mothers. The total earned income of 
families ranged greatly, from less than $1000 a year to over $75 000. Fifteen 
per cent of families had no earned income and lived entirely on benefits; most 
of these were one-parent households headed by women. 

Household crowding was defined as the number of people living in the 
household divided by the number of rooms in the household. Crowding scores 
ranged from 0.11 to 1.67, with a mean of 0.59. Eleven per cent of families 
had scores of one or higher, reflecting one person or more per room - a 
rather high level of crowding. 

Relations between socio-economic status variables 

The measures of family SES used in this study were generally positively 
associated. For example, for fathers, product-moment correlations were .59 
between occupational prestige and education, .49 between occupational pres
tige and earned income, and .49 between education and earned income. For 
mothers, correlations were .53 between occupational prestige and education, 
.33 between occupational prestige and earned income, and .19 between edu
cation and earned income. The relatively weak correlation between earned 
income and education for mothers is interesting. The correlation was recom
puted only for mothers employed full-time, but the correlation was again .19. 
This indicates that, even among full-time workers, the amount of education 
mothers had was only weakly associated with their earned income. This finding 
probably reflects restricted employment opportunities for women in the Aus
tralian workforce, and the fact that women are less well-paid than men. 
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Husbands and wives tended to be similar in occupational prestige and 
education, but not in earned income. Correlations were .30 between father's 
occupational prestige and mother's occupational prestige, .45 between father's 
education and mother's education, and .08 between father's earned income 
and mother's earned income. The correlation between the incomes of hus
bands and wives only increased to .09 when restricted to mothers in full-time 
employment. Again, this probably reflects the commonly noted disadvantages 
women face in the workforce. 

Residential density correlated negatively with mother's education 
(- .20), father's education (- .18), mother's occupational prestige (- .28), and 
father's occupational status (- .12). The somewhat higher correlation with 
mother's occupational prestige probably reflects the fact that mothers em
ployed in high-status occupations tend to have fewer children, resulting in 
lower household densities. . 

Summary family sodo-economic status index 

To simplify the presentation of results, a summary index of SES was created 
by equally weighting and summing seven variables: 

1. mother's years of education; 
2. father's years of education; 
3. mother's occupational status; 
4. father's occupational status; 
5. mother's earned income; 
6. father's earned income; and 
7. household crowding. 

If mothers or fathers were not employed, the index was based only on their 
spouse's occupational status and income. In one-parent households, the index 
was based only on the parent living with the child, while in step-parent families 
it was based on the step-parent rather than the non-custodial parent. 

Family process 

. Associations were examined between the summary SES index and the family 
process variables discussed in previous chapters: mother support, father sup
port, mother control, father control, child autonomy, mother punishment, 
father punishment, household responsibility, sibling relations, marital conflict, 
and family cohesion. Because SES is correlated with variables such as family 
type, family size, and maternal employment status, partial correlations (see 
Appendix 2) were computed controlling for these variables. These correlations 
are presented in Table 9.1. 
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Table 9.1 Partial correlations between summary family socio
economic status Index and family process variables 
controlling for family size, family type, and matemal 
employment status 

207 

Measure Primary school Secondary school 

Mother support 
Father support 
Mother control 
Father control 
Child autonomy 
Mother punishment 
Father punishment 
Household responsibility 
Sibling relations 
Marital conflictd 

Family cohesion 

• p < .05, one-tailed. 
b p < .01. 
c P < .001. 

Boysd 
(n = 89) 

.193 

.34b 

.12 
-.07 
-.02 

.01 

.11 

.203 

-.14 
-.02 

.203 

Girlsd Boysd GirL~d 
(n = 106) (n = 96) (n = 111) 

.19" .04 .01 
-.01 .15 .2Sb 

.05 -.12 -.04 
_.2Sb .09 .36c 

.09 -.09 -.03 
-.16 .04 -.09 

.06 .15 .02 

.Q7 .OS .07 
-.04 .05 .06 
-.26b -.02· -.04 
-.Q7 -.13 .OS 

d The partial correlations for marital conflict are based only on intact and step-parent families. 

Nole: Numbers (n) vary due to missing or inappropriate data. 

Parental support 

Children's reports of mother support were weakly positively associated with 
family SES among primary school boys and girls. Although not presented in 
Table 9.1, the individual SES components that were most strongly linked to 
mother support, for both boys and girls, were father's education, father's 
income, and father's occupational status. In other words, children living with 
high SES fathers reported more time, attention, and help from their mothers 
than did children with low SES fathers. The finding that father's SES - but 
not mother's SES - was correlated with mother support suggests an indirect 
effect of the father through the mother. One explanation for this indirect 
effect is that highly educated fathers, compared with poorly educated fathers, 
are more supportive of their wives and may assist more with household tasks 
and child care. A high level of support from husbands would presumably 
allow mothers to provide better quality support to their children. Regardless 
of the explanation, this indirect effect demonstrates the systemic nature of 
family relations and the complicated paths through which members can in
fluence each other. 

In contrast to younger children, the summary family SES index was not 
associated with mother support among adolescents. Similarly, the individual 
SES components revealed only weak correlations with mother support. 
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Family SES was positively associated with reports of father support 
among primary school boys and adolescent girls. The finding for adolescent 
daughters, in particular, is notable, given the fact that they generally reported 
the lowest level of support from fathers of any group of children in the present 
study (see Chapter 4). For both groups of children, the individual SES com
ponent with the strongest link to father support was father's earned income. 
This means that, when fathers earned a good deal of money, young boys and 
adolescent girls tended to report particularly high levels of paternal attention, 
time, and help. The reason why income, rather than education or status, 
should be the best predictor of father support is not clear, but it contradicts 
the stereotype of the high-earning workaholic executive who neglects his 
family. Indeed, these results indicate that it is poorly paid fathers who are 
most likely to provide minimal support to their children. 

Overall, the results for parental support are consistent with previous 
studies showing that children report closer relationships with parents in high 
SES families than in low SES families. The main exception in the present 
study was adolescent boys; however, although the summary SES index re
vealed little, a significant trend existed for adolescent boys with fathers in 
high status occupations to report high levels of father support. 

Parental control 

It was anticipated, on the basis of previous studies, that parents in high SES 
families would exercise less control and allow children to have greater au
tonomy than would parents in low SES families. The results, however, did 
not generally support this notion. Among primary school girls, family SES 
was negatively associated with father control, while among adolescent girls 
family SES was positively associated with father control. In other words, 
young girls reported fewer decisions from fathers in high SES than in low SES 
families, while adolescent daughters did exactly the opposite. 

An examination of the individual SES components provides a clue to 
this apparently contradictory pattern of results. For primary school girls, 
mother's education, income, and status were negatively associated with father 
control, while for adolescent girls father'S education, status, and income were 
positively associated with father control. It seems likely that when mothers 
were well educated and had high-income occupations, they were particularly 
interested in their young daughters' development and provided a high level 
of guidance. In fact, daughters of high SES mothers did report relatively high 
levels of maternal control, although the correlations fell short of being signi
ficant. Given a high level of maternal direction, it may not be necessary for 
fathers to make as many decisions about their young daughters. 

The finding that high SES fathers exercised a relatively high level of 
control over their adolescent daughters may reflect a degree of overprotec
tiveness. High-status fathers, perhaps more than low-status fathers, may be 
concerned that their daughters maintain good reputations in the community. 
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On the "Other hand, it is noteworthy that high 'SES fathers also provided 
relatively high levels of support to their older daughters. Seen in this light, 
the high level of decision making on the part of high SES fathers may reflect 
an additional dimension of their involvement. This combination of high sup
port and high control may represent a pattern of authoritative parenting on 
the part of high-SES fathers towards their older daughters; given that many 
adolescent girls report low levels of interaction with their fathers, this is 
encouraging. 

The family SES index yielded no significant correlations with child au
tonomy. However, among adolescent boys, autonomy was significantly neg
atively associated with father's education and income. This indicates that 
adolescent sons with high SES fathers reported relatively low levels of decision
making autonomy. This suggests that, in families with high-status fathers, 
male adolescents are subjected to more restrictions than in families with low
status fathers. It may be that high-status fathers are strongly concerned that 
their older sons do well and stay out of trouble. High-status fathers have, in 
a sense, more to lose if their sons fail by not achieving in school or getting 
into trouble. 

Parental punishment 

Family SES was not associated with reports of maternal or paternal punish
ment. And, although the individual SES components tended to reveal negative 
associations with parental punishment, none attained significance. 

Household responsibility 

Family SES was positively associated with household responsibi~ty among all 
groups of children, but only attained significance among primary school boys. 
Examination of the individual SES variables revealed that father's education 
was the variable with the strongest link to responsibility. This indicated that 
when sons had well-educated fathers, they were called on to perform more 
chores around the house than when fathers were poorly educated. Because 
many household chores are sex-typed, it may be that highly educated fathers 
are encouraging an egalitarian attitude in their young sons. 

Sibling relations 

No significant correlations emerged between children's reports of sibling re
lations and family SES. This indicates that children were just as likely to 
report positive, or negative, relationships with their siblings in high SES as 
they were in low SES families. 

Marital conflict 

Family SES was related to perceptions of marital conflict among primary 
school girls but not among any other group of children. The SES variables 
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with the strongest links to young girls' perceptions of conflict were a mixture 
of mother's and father's education, which yielded negative correlations, and 
household crowding, which yielded a positive correlation. In addition, among 
adolescent girls, father's income was negatively associated with perceptions 
of marital conflict. These correlations indicate that, as far as daughters were 
concerned, as family SES increased, levels of conflict between parents de
creased. The reason for the lack of any associations between SES and conflict 
for boys may be related to the findings reported in Chapters 3 and 4 for girls 
to be more aware than boys of conflict -:- and more bothered by it. 

The correlation for household density is interesting because it indicates 
that young girls perceived more conflict between parents when levels of crowd
ing were high rather than low. This may be because crowding can serve as 
a source of irritability in the family, leading to tension and fights between 
parents. On the other hand, parents may be unable to hide 'their fights from 
their children in crowded households. 

Family cohesion 

Family cohesion was positively associated with family SES among primary 
school boys. In particular, among this group of children, cohesion was pos
itively associated with father's education and income. These correlations in
dicate that, as far as young boys were concerned, family life was closer and 
warmer when fathers were well educated and made a good deal of money 
than when fathers were poorly educated and made little money. This is prob
ably related to the trend noted above for high SES fathers to be more involved 
with their families than low SES fathers. It may also reflect a tendency for 
low-income families to have more sources of stress than high-income families. 

Summary of socio-economic status and family process 

Only a small number of correlations between the summary SES index and 
the family process measures attained significance. However, a larger set of 
significant correlations emerged when individual SES components were ex
amined. This suggests that a single score to summarise SES may be too crude 
to be of more than limited value and that more information is obtained when 
occupation, education, income, and household crowding are examined 
separately. 

Ovet:all, parental income and education were the SES components with 
the greatest number of linkages to family processes. Mother's and father's 
income yielded a total of 14 significant correlations with family processes, 
while mother's and father's education yielded a total of 10 significant cor
relations. Parental occupational status and household crowding were of lesser 
importance and yielded only six significant correlations altogether. 
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When comparing mother SES variables with father SES variables, it 
turned out that father's SES had a greater number of linkages with family 
processes. Mother's education, occupational prestige, and income only re
vealed nine significant correlations, compared with 20 for fathers. This sug
gests that father's SES had a greater overall impact upon family processes 
than did mother's SES. 

Family socio-economic status and children's 
competence 

Associations were examined between the measures of family SES and the six 
child-competence variables: reading ability, life skills, self-esteem, social com
petence, self-control, and independence. To isolate the unique effects of SES, 
partial correlations were computed, using the same controls as noted above. 
The literature reviewed earlier in this chapter indicated that children from 
high SES families tend to score higher on a variety of measures of academic, 
social, and personal skills than do children from low SES families. For this 
reason, it was anticipated that family SES would be generally positively associ
ated with children's competence. Partial correlations between the summary 
SES index and the six forms of children competence are presented in Table 
9.2. 

Table 9.2 Partial correlations between summary family socio
economic status index and family process variables 
controlling for family size, family type, and maternal 
employment status 

Measure Primary school Secondary school 

Reading ability 
Life skills 
Self-esteem 
Social competence 
Self-control 
Independence 

a p < .05, one-tailed. 
bp < .01. 
e p < .001. 

Boys 
(n = 89) 

.35b 

.26b 

.45c 

.12 

.15 

.01 

Girls 
(n = 106) 

.21" 

.18" 

.06 

.01 

.16 

.08 

Boys Girls 
(n = 96) (n = 111) 

.24a .24a 

.12 .19" 
-.13 .03 

.13 -.10 

.16 .03 

.09 .08 
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For primary school boys, family SES was positively associated with 
reading ability, life skills, and self-esteem. The SES components with signi~ 
ficant associations with reading ability were mother's status, father's edu
cation, mother's income, and father's status. For life skills, positive associations 
emerged for father's status, father's education, and father's income. Self
esteem was positively linked with father's education, mother's education, 
father's income, and father's status. And, although the summary SES did not 
yield significant correlations with other competence variables, mother's in
come was significantly associated with social competence, and mother's status 
was significantly associated with self-control. These correlations indicate that 
young boys from high SES families tended to be generally higher in com
petence than children from low SES families. In addition, they indicate that 
both mother's and father's socio-economic status had implications for sons' 
competence. 

Among primary school girls, significant correlations emerged for reading 
ability and life skills. The SES components with links to reading ability were 
mother's prestige and (low) crowding. Mother's income and education were 
linked to children's life skills. In addition, although the summary SES index 
did not reveal any further significant correlations, household crowding was 
significantly negatively associated with self-esteem, self-control, and inde
pendence, and mother's education was significantly positively associated with 
self-control. These correlations reveal that for girls, as well as for boys, high 
family SES was associated with high general competence. 

However, the pattern of correlations for girls differed from that of boys 
in two ways. Firstly, although numerous aspects of father's SES, and to a 
lesser extent mother's SES, were related to the competence of boys, no SES 
variables for fathers were related to the competence of girls. This probably 
reflects a tendency for girls to be more strongly oriented towards their mothers 
than towards their fathers. Secondly, although .household crowding was not 
related to any forms of competence among boys, it was significantly related 
to four types of competence among girls. This trend indicates that girls were 
more adversely affected than boys by high levels of crowding in the home. 
Combined with the finding from Chapter 4 that girls - but not boys - were 
strongly affected by family conflict, this suggests that girls are more responsive 
to, and perhaps more aware of, problems in the home environment than are 
boys. 

Among adolescent boys, the summary SES index was significantly linked 
with reading ability only. The SES components with significant links were 
mother's and father's education. In addition, life skills were significantly 
positively correlated with mother's education, and self-control was signifi
cantly positively correlated with mother's occupational status and education. 
Overall, the linkages between family SES and child competence were not as 
numerous or as strong among adolescent boys as they were among primary 
school boys. This suggests that, for boys, family SES becomes less important 
as a predictor of competence as children get older. 
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In relation to adolescent girls, reading ability was significantly correlated 
with the summary SES index, and with mother's occupational status, mother's 
education, and household crowding in particular. SES was also significantly 
related to life skills, and to mother's education and father's status in particular. 
In addition, self-control was positively related to father's income, and inde
pendence was positively associated with mother's income. Overall, fewer 
significant correlations were obtained for adolescent girls than for primary 
school girls, although the difference was not as great as between adolescent 
boys and primary school boys. 

Summary of socio-economic status and children's competence 

Overall, these results indicate a moderately strong set of associations between 
measures of family SES and the competence of children. However, as in the 
previous analysis, focusing on the summary index concealed much of what 
was going on in the data. 

Of all SES components, parental education was most frequently signi
ficantly associated with child competence. Across all four groups of children, 
and all six forms of competence, it yielded 13 significant correlations. Parental 
occupational prestige yielded nine significant correlations, followed by family 
income with seven and residential density with five. 

Comparing mother's with father's SES, mother's SES had the greater 
number of significant links with children's competence. Overall, mother's 
education, occupational prestige, and income yielded 18 significant correla
tions, compared with 11 for fathers. The balance in favour of mothers was 
most pronounced among girls, for whom only two correlations with father 
SES variables attained significance. 

Examining individual correlations revealed that associations tended to 
be stronger for primary school children than for adolescents. This age dif
ference probably reflects the fact that older children, compared with younger 
children, are more independent of their families and are subject to a wider 
range of influences. 

Case studies of high and low socio-economic status 
families 

Previous sections in this chapter have presented quantitative analyses relating 
aspects of family socio-economic status to family processes and children's 
competence. In this section, a qualitative approach is taken, and case studies 
are presented of high and low SES families. These cases are· presented to 
illustrate some of the trends noted above, and to remind the reader of the 
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complexity of family patterns - a notion that is sometimes forgotten when 
dealing with only two variables at a time. 

The first case is that of a high SES family that appeared to be functioning 
in a satisfying and growth-enhancing way. 

lanet 

Janet, aged 16, lived with her mother, stepfather, half-brother and half-sister. 
Her parents were co-directors of their own company, and they estimated their 
annual income to be about $70 000. Her stepfather reported that business was 
good, and that the family had no financial problems. They owned a home in 
an affluent neighbourhood and a farm as well. Although both parents were 
successful, neither had finished high school. They held high aspirations for Janet, 
though, and hoped that she would graduate from university. 

Although Janet's parents had divorced when she was five, she remembered 
little about it, and had not seen her father for many years. Her mother remarried 
one year after the divorce, and Janet later came to feel that her stepfather was 
her 'real' father. When asked to describe him she said, 'He's got a good sense 
of humour and he's good to have around. He's always interested in what we're 
doing.' She also said that her stepfather was interested in her, talked to her a 
lot, and helped her often with homework. She described her mother less pos
itively, 'She doesn't like us to get into trouble ... She's not all that easy-going.' 
However, she said that her mother was also interested in her and talked to her 
a lot. She thought that her parents got along very well and said they 'never' 
fought. 

Janet was attending a boarding school, which she liked, and because she 
was away from home her parents provided her with generous amounts of pocket 
money. She described herself as a good student and·a good reader, and her 
reading test revealed that she was above average in ability. She also had many 
friends, was active in clubs and sports, and had high self-esteem. Her ambition 
was to go to university and become a psychologist. 

Several of the trends noted earlier in this chapter are represented in 
lanet's family. lanet received high levels of support from her family, her 
mother and stepfather had a good relationship, and the family was close and 
cohesive. In this case, the high level of affluence appeared to contribute to 
the general stability and smooth running of the family. lanet's family was 
clearly well endowed with not only economic and material resources, but with 
interpersonal resources as well. Not surprisingly, she was developing into a 
competent and happy young adult. 

The next case involves a low SES family in which the child appeared 
to be at risk in the development of competence. 
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Elizabeth 

Elizabeth, aged 8, lived with her mother and father, one older sister, and two 
younger sisters in a rented three-room fibro bungalow. Because of the shortage 
of space, Elizabeth slept in the same room with her parents. The father, who 
left school at 15, had been unemployed for years, but took occasional jobs as 
a machinist. The mother, who left school at 12, was a homemaker. The father 
said that, although they could afford food, they could not afford things like 
lollies for the children. He also wanted to buy a bicycle for Elizabeth, but could 
not afford it. 

Elizabeth's father described her as 'nervous and disobedient', and said 
that they were only 'fairly close'. Although Elizabeth liked doing things with 
her father, she said that he didn't talk to her much or spend much time with 
her. Her teacher said that the mother was hostile towards Elizabeth, and was 
either unwilling or unable to look after her. However, Elizabeth described her 
mother as 'friendly, not so angry if someone does something wrong'. But she 
also said that her mother only talked to her sometimes and didn't spend much 
time with her. Although Elizabeth wished for more time and more help from 
both her parents, she seemed to get along well with her brothers and sisters. 

Although Elizabeth liked school, she was not doing well. Her reading test 
score was very low, and her self-esteem was poor. She claimed to have difficulty 
making friends, and her teacher said that she was shunned and picked on by 
many children at the school. 

Elizabeth lived in poor quality housing under severely overcrowded 
conditions. Although her relationship with her father left much to be desired, 
she still received some warmth from him. However, there appeared to be 
something seriously wrong with the mother-child relationship, although it is 
impossible to say what the problem was on the basis of the interview tran
scripts. In this family, the combination of an impoverished home environment 
and poor relationships with parents provided Elizabeth with few resources 
to draw on. School offered little consolation, for the stigma of poverty, perhaps 
compounded by a lack of social skills, left her isolated from most other 
children. It is not clear to what extent the poor interpersonal relationships 
in the family were a'product of, or were aggravated by, the family's extreme 
poverty. It was clear, however, that Elizabeth was developing poorly and that 
her future growth was problematic. 

The next case represents an increasingly common family type in Australia 
today: the impoverished mother-headed single-parent family. 

William 

William, aged 9, lived with his mother, an older brother, and an older sister in 
a small rented flat. He had had a third sister, but she had died several years 
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earlier. His parents had divorced when he was three, and the family lived entirely 
on government benefits, although the mother was looking for employment. She 
said that they could no longer afford to go out, and that it had been 'difficult 
making ends meet'. This often made her feel tense. William's mother was poorly 
educated, and she held few educational aspirations for him. However, she did 
help William with his homework and attended parent-teacher days. 

William seemed to have a good relationship with his mother and said that 
she helped him, was interested in him, and talked to him a lot. He described 
his father by saying, 'He got put into jail once. He stole some money from the 
bank.' He had visited his father a few times, but his father was not allowed to 
visit him as the mother had a restraining order. William did not receive pocket 
money from his mother, but he said that sometimes his grandfather gave him 
20 cents to spend on treats. 

The mother described William as aggressive, prone to tantrums, and a 
loner with no friends. However, she also said that he was affectionate and 'had 
a good heart'. She believed that he was near the bottom at school and that he 
was a poor reader, which an extremely low score on the reading test confirmed. 
His self-esteem was very low, and he suffered from asthma. When asked about 
William's future, his mother said, 'I worry about how he will cope.' 

William's family lived in poverty, with few material advantages - a 
situation that caused some stress in the family. Although his mother tried to 
help William, she was limited by her own lack of resources. For example, 
although she helped him with his homework, her own schooling had been 
brief, and William was getting increasingly further behind in his class. William 
had very little contact with his father, which may have been a good thing, 
given the father's criminal background and the existence of a restraining order. 
Although he got along well with his siblings, the low level of material resources 
and the lack of involvement from the father combined to give William a 
generally low level of family resources. His general competence was low, and 
his potential for future development looked bleak. 

Of course, high SES families do not always produce children who are 
high in competence, and low SES families do not always produce children 
who are low in competence. Large numbers of children manage to overcome 
their disadvantaged family backgrounds and develop into competent and suc
cessful adults. The next case is that of a child from a low SES family who was 
coping very well. 

Clark 

Clark, aged 9, lived with his mother and younger brother in a Housing Com
mission flat. His parents had divorced six years earlier, and they had been living 
on government benefits since then. Clark's father also paid regular maintenance. 
Clark's mother left school when she was Is, did not work outside the home, 
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and was not seeking employment. She said that she would like to find a job, 
but was afraid that if she did they would lose some benefits and become worse 
off financially. She also said, 'Ever since we've been on the pension we've had 
to be economical in all ways. But there's nothing we feel we're missing out on, 
except going away on expensive holidays.' 

Clark's mother described him as 'very bright. He's basically a happy child. 
He's a willing helper. . . artistic and creative.' Clark said that his mother talked 
to him a lot and was interested in him. Clark also said that he received 75 cents 
every week from his mother to spend on treats. He also saw his father regularly, 
and spent one month with him every year at Christmas. His father was a farmer, 
and Clark enjoyed helping his father round up cattle, feed and milk the cows, 
and do other farm chores. Clark's mother said, 'I think Clark's got everything 
he needs at present.' 

Clark appeared to be independent and was keen to learn how to operate 
a power mower so that he could mow lawns to bring in extra money. He said 
that he was one of the best students in his class, that he liked school, and that 
he was a good reader. His reading test confirmed that he was above average 
in ability, and he also had high self-esteem. His mother wanted him to go to 
university, and her ambition was for Clark to become a doctor. 

In this case, the family appeared to be coping well in spite of their low 
socio-economic status. Clark's mother indicated that, although the lack of 
money was a problem, they did not feel deprived. Of course, the extra main
tenance paid by Clark's father probably helped. However, what stands out 
is their belief that they really did have everything they needed. Clark had a 
good relationship with his mother, and was also able to maintain a very good 
relationship with his father. He did not feel bad about his parents' divorce 
because he felt that he still had a father who was interested in him and who 
spent a good deal of time with him. In spite of its low SES status, Clark's 
family was rich in certain resources: closeness, mutual support, and a belief 
in its own self-sufficiency. Clark's outlook was bright, and he was developing 
into a highly competent and industrious child. 

In contrast to the previous case, the next is that of a family with high 
levels of socio-economic resources, but with a poor interpersonal environment. 

Andrew 

Andrew, aged 15, lived with his mother, who was a clerical officer, and his 
stepfather, who was an economist. They were buying their home in a good 
neighbourhood and, because both parents worked, the family had no financial 
problems of any kind. Andrew's parents were divorced when he was five years 
old, and his mother remarried four years later. She said that Andrew was not 
strongly affected by the divorce at the time. Although his father no longer 
visited, Andrew hoped to see him again some day. 
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Andrew liked his mother, but his relationship with his stepfather was 
tense. Andrew described him by saying, 'He's a bit hard to get on with. He 
tends to take work out on mum and me ... Tends to get really sarcastic.' He 
said he would like to get to know his stepfather better, but 'When I'm with him 
I can't think of anything to say. And I feel awkward so I just go up to my room.' 

Andrew's mother held very high expectations for him, and was extremely 
disappointed when he brought home a poor report card recently. As a punish
ment, Andrew's parents grounded him for one month and sold his bicycle. 
Andrew was also not allowed to watch television for one month for another 
problem, and he claimed that both his parents often hit him as well. His mother 
said that she and her husband disliked most of Andrew's friends and tried to 
discourage him from seeing them. As a result, Andrew's friends never came to 
visit him at home. 

Andrew was not happy with his family life and said he would prefer to 
live with his real father. He 'hated' going to school, was not doing well, and 
achieved a very low score on his reading test. Andrew's self-esteem was also 
very low. 

Andrew came from a family that was relatively affluent and economically 
secure. However, there were several problems in the interpersonal environ
ment. Andrew did not get along well with his stepfather, he longed to see his 
real father again, his mother held unrealistically high expectations for him, 
and both his mother and stepfather were highly punitive and authoritarian 
in dealing with him. Not surprisingly, Andrew did not enjoy his family life 
and his competence was generally low. 

Implications 

Income inequality 

One of the ways in which society affects children is through the distribution 
of income to parents. Obviously, children in low-income families are denied 
access to many of the material goods and outings that children in affluent 
families take for granted. Other more subtle effects of living in a low-income 
family are reflected in the daily quality offamily life. In this chapter, a number 
of components of socio-economic status were found to be related to children's 
reports of family experiences and, of these, income revealed the largest num
ber of connections. For example, among young boys, low income was associ
ated with low support from mothers, low support from fathers, and low family 
cohesion. And among adolescent daughters, low income was associated with 
low support from fathers, high marital conflict, and low family cohesion. 
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These findings suggest that a low level of income is bound up with an un
supportive and fragmented family life. Children in low-income families, there
fore, are doubly disadvantaged. 

Although the effects of parental income were weak rather than strong, 
further examination of the data revealed that it was mainly when income was 
very low that negative effects on family functioning appeared - a pattern 
that weakens the overall strength of the correlation. The fact that correlations 
were low in magnitude, therefore, should not be used as an excuse for thinking 
that nothing should be done. Although governments can do little in the short
term to change parents' educational and occupational attainment, they can 
initiate policies to distribute more income towards families in poverty. In 
1981-82 there were 751 800 children in Australia living below the poverty line 
(Institute of Family Studies, 1985). And, between 1978 and 1982, the number 
of families with children below the poverty line increased by more than 50 
per cent (Institute of Family Studies, 1985). If nothing else, the provision of 
a higher standard of living to families in poverty would make it easier for 
children to continue their education without having to drop out of school to 
find employment. 

The present study also indicates, however, that not all low income fam
ilies succumb to stress, and many manage to function in very positive ways. 
Rutter and Madge (1976) have noted that we know very little about why and 
how some children manage to break out of disadvantaged family backgrounds. 
In the case studies described above, it is not entirely clear what differentiates 
William's and Clark's families, and why the two boys are developing so dif
ferently. Yet there are obvious differences in families that reflect optimism 
rather than pessimism, hopefulness rather than despair, and the belief that 
members can or cannot cope adequately. Parents living under difficult con
ditions should remember that an economically poor home environment does 
not condemn their children to a cycle of poverty, and that support and en
couragement for one's children can go a long way towards compensating for 
material disadvantages. 

Mother's socio-economic status or father's socio-economic status? 

Not surprisingly, children with high SES parents were generally more com
petent that were children of low SES parents. Of greater interest is the finding 
that children's competence was more strongly related to measures of mother's 
SES than to father's SES. The great majority of studies done in this area have 
measured SES by exclusively using information on fathers. Researchers who 
follow this strategy are therefore likely to underestimate the strength of re
lationships between family SES and children's outcomes. Given that most 
studies have measured father's SES only, it is not surprising that many found 
that family SES has greater effects on boys than on girls; in the present study, 
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it was mainly mother's SES that was significantly linked to the outcomes of 
daughters. Future studies of families and children could benefit greatly from 
including separate measures of mother's and father's SES, or at least equally 
weighting the two in analyses. 

The finding of a strong link between mothers' SES and the competence 
of their children has more than methodological implications. Women in Aus
tralian society are demanding better educational, occupational, and income 
opportunities. If these demands are met, the beneficiaries will not merely be 
women themselves, but their sons and daughters. Therefore, it appears that 
as we increase the education and attainment of women in Australian society, 
we are at the same time laying the foundation for an increase in the competence 
of the next generation of Australian children. 
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Fitting the pieces together: family 
resources and child competence 

The general model outlined in Chapter 1 referred to two types of family 
resources: 

1. those that have their origins in family structures; and 
2. those that have their origins in family processes. 

A guiding assumption of this book has been that objective, structural char
acteristics of families and interpersonal family processes combine to present 
the child with a set of opportunities and constraints in the development of 
competence. Consistent with this assumption, the research reported in Chap
ters 4 to 9 indicates that both types of resources are related to children's 
competence. 

Nevertheless, it is pertinent to ask about the relative importance of 
family processes and family structures for children's development. Consider 
two children. The first is from a wealthy, intact family, but has parents who 
are non-supportive and punitive. The second child is from a poor family 
disrupted by divorce, but has parents who are loving and supportive. Which 
of the two children is disadvantaged? Which of the two children is more likely 
to have those characteristics associated with the competent self? The analyses 
reported in this chapter address this issue by weighing up the relative advan
tages of different types of resources for children. 

Three questions are addressed in this chapter. Firstly, are family struc
tures or family processes more important resources for the development of 
competence? To address this question, multiple regression analyses are con
ducted that bring together the major structure and process variables dealt 
with in this volume. Secondly, are there age and sex differences in the patterns 
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of variables most strongly associated with competence? An answer to this 
question is provided by quantifying the degree of similarity between boys and 
girls and between older and younger children in the family characteristics that 
predict competence. Thirdly, what family characteristics distinguish between 
those exceptional children who are consistently high or low in competence? 
This question is dealt with by examining case studies of children who are 
generally competent or incompetent. 

Comparison of family structure and family process 

In this section, the relative importance of family processes and family struc
tures are compared. The family process variables consist of mother support, 
father support, mother control, father control, child autonomy, mother pun
ishment, father punishment, household responsibility, sibling relations, mar
ital conflict, and family cohesion. The family structure variables consist of 
family type (coded as two dummy variables: stepfamily versus other, and one
parent family versus other), household sibsize, total sibsize, mother's em
ployment status (coded as two dummy variables: employed part-time versus 
other and employed full-time versus other), father's education, mother's edu
cation, father's occupational prestige, mother's occupational prestige, father's 
income, mother's income, and household crowding. 

Family variables linked to child competence 

Tables 10.1 and to.2 provide a summary of the family process and family 
structure variables that had significant associations with the competence var
iables of reading ability, life skills, self-esteem, social competence, self-con
trol, and independence. The pattern of correlations reveals at a glance that 
some forms of competence were more strongly associated with family char
acteristics than others. For example, self-esteem yielded considerably more 
significant correlations than did independence. The pattern of correlations 
also indicates differences in the overall importance of certain family variables. 
For example, parents' occupational prestige and parents' education were con
sistently correlated with a variety of forms of competence in all four groups 
of children. Other variables, such as those relating to family type, were in
frequently associated with competence. 
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Table 10.1 Summary of family process and family structure variables 
with significant zero-order associations with children's 
competence: primary school boys and girls a, b 

Measure Primary school -

Boys Girls 

Reading Mother occupational Mother occupational 
ability prestige (,37) prestige (.34) 

Father punishment (.33) Sibling relations (.31) 
Mother education (.30) Father occupational 
Father occupational prestige (.24) 

prestige (.24) Cohesion (.22) 

Life skills Mother occupational Responsibility (.23) 
prestige (.41) 

Father education (.38) 
Mother income (.38) 
Father occupational 

prestige (.35) 
Responsibility (.35) 
Mother education (.33) 
Father income (.33) 
Father support (.32) 
Father occupational 

prestige (.30) 
Household sib size ( -.29) 
Total sib size ( -.25) 
Mother full-time 

employment (.25) 
Mother support (.24) 

Self-esteem Father education (.46) Marital conflict ( -.58) 
Father income (.42) Responsibility (.28) 
Father support (.36) Cohesion (.28) 
Father occupational Father punishment ( -.27) 

prestige (.36) Father control ( -.25) 
Crowding (-.31) Mother punishment ( -.24) 
Cohesion (.29) Mother support (.22) 
Responsibility (.29) Mother control (.21) 
Mother education (.29) Sibling relations (.19) 
Total sibsize ( -.29) 
Mother support (.25) 

Social Mother punishment ( -.32) Mother occupational 
competence Mother occupational prestige ( -.37) 

prestige (.27) Mother control ( -.22) 
Mother income (.25) 
Mother support (.23) 
Mother full-time 

employment (.23) 
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Measure Primary school 

Boys Girls 

Self-control Mother income (.39) Stepfamily ( -.31) 
Father support (.34) Mother support (.28) 
Parent conflict (.33) Crowding (-.23) 
Mother occupational 

prestige (.33) 
Stepfamily (-.31) 
Mother support (.27) 
Father occupational 

prestige (.25) 

Independence Mother control (.21) Father control ( -.26) 
Crowding ( -.26) 
Mother education (.25) 
Mother punishment (.21) 
Responsibility (.21) 

a All significance tests two-tailed. 
b Maximum n is 89 for boys, 106 for girls. Numbers (n) vary due to missing or inappropriate 

data. 

Table 10.2 Summary of family process and family structure variables 
with significant zero-order associations with children's 
competence: secondary school boys and girls a, b 

Measure Secondary school 

Boys Girls 

Reading Responsibility (.29) Mother occupational 
ability Father education (.26) prestige (.29) 

Mother education (.25) Crowding ( -.27) 
Sibling relations (-.24) 

Life skiIls Responsibility (.50) Responsibility (.26) 
Mother education (.22) Total sibsize (.25) 
Mother full-time Mother support (.20) 

employment (.21) 

Self-esteem Cohesion (.24) Sibling relations (.29) 
Father support (.24) Cohesion (.29) 
Stepfamily ( -.23) Father control ( -.25) 
Child autonomy (.22) 
Father control ( -.22) 
Household sibsize (.22) 
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Measure 

Boys 

Social Father occupational 
competence prestige 

Father control 
Sibling relations 

Self-control Mother support 
Mother punishment 
Mother education 

Independence Sibling relations 
Total sibsize 

a All significance tests two-tailed. 

Secondary school 

Girls 

Father income (- .29) 
(.24) Father punishment ( -.22) 

( -.22) Father control (- .20) 
(.21) 

(.35) Sibling relations (.34) 
(-.31) 

(.23) 

(.30) Father control (-.21) 
( -.21) Father occupational 

prestige ( -.22) 

bMaximum n is 96 for boys and III for girls. Numbers (n) vary due to missing or inappropriate 
data. 

Differences between boys and girls and between primary school children 
and adolescents were also apparent. For example, the life-skills competence 
of young boys was related to many family characteristics, while the life-skills 
competence of young girls was only related to one family characteristic. In 
other cases, however, there was consistency across groups. For example, 
household responsibility was positively associated with life skills among all 
four groups of children. Similarly, family cohesion was positively associated 
with self-esteem among all four groups. Comparing the two age groups, a 
greater number of significant correlations emerged for primary school children 
than for adolescents, suggesting that family variables are more strongly bound 
up with children's developing competence when they are younger than when 
they are older. 

Summarising the associations 

To summarise the relative importance of family processes and family structures 
in the development of competence, hierarchical multiple regression analysis 
was used (see Appendix 2). This technique required that assumptions be made 
about which variables are causally (or logically) prior to others. According 
to the model outlined in Chapter 1, family structures have direct effects on 
children's competence as well as indirect effects through their links with family 
processes. Family processes, as noted in Chapter 1, can also affect family 
structures, but for the sake of simplicity the direction of influence can be said 
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to run mainly from structure to process. These assumptions allowed the var
iance accounted for in each form of competence to be partitioned into two 
components: 

1. the proportion of variance associated with family structures, both directly 
and indirectly through their effects on family processes; and 

2. the proportion of variance directly associated with family processes, above 
and beyond any effects of family structures (Cohen and Cohen, 1985). 

The results of these analyses are summarised in Figures 10.1 and 10.2. 
In these figures, the length of the bar indicates the total amount of variance 
accounted for in the competence measure by all the family variables consid
ered. Each bar is also divided into segments that reflect the proportions of 
variance accounted for by family structure and family process variables. Sep
arate results are presented for boys and girls at both primary and secondary 
school level. 

Multiple regression results 

In relation to reading ability, the results indicate that for primary school boys, 
primary school girls, adolescent boys, and adolescent girls, family structures 
accounted for somewhat more of the variance than family processes. Among 
adolescent girls, family process and family structure were more evenly bal
anced, although the total amount of variance accounted for was smaller than 
in the other groups. Examination of the beta weights for individual variables 
(when entered step-wise) revealed that mother's and father's education were 
the family structure variables most consistently related to reading ability across 
all groups except for adolescent girls. No family process variable revealed a 
consistent, significant association with reading ability. Hence, aspects of family 
structure such as parents' SES were more strongly related to children's reading 
ability than were aspects of family process such as parental support or parental 
control practices. 

Differences were apparent between the four groups of children on the 
life skills measure. Life-skills competence among primary school girls and 
secondary school boys was more strongly associated with family processes 
than with family structures. Among adolescent girls, the two types of resources 
were of about equal importance. And among primary school boys, aspects 
of family structure accounted for more of the variance than did aspects of 
family process. Examination of the beta weights indicated that the large family 
structure component for primary school boys was mainly due to family income, 
a variable that did not attain significance in the other three groups. Never
theless, in spite of these age and sex differences, household responsibility was 
consistently the most important family process variable, and its beta weight 
was significant in all four groups. 
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Figure 10.1 Per cent of variance accounted for in child 
competence variables by family structure and 
family process variables: reading ability, life skllls,
and self-esteem 
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Figure 10.2 Per cent of variance accounted for in child 
competence variables by family structure and 
family process variables: social competence, self
control, and independence 
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A notable sex difference was also apparent, with more of the variance 
being accounted for in the life-skills scores of boys than of girls at both age 
levels. This is probably due to the tendency for many household chores to 
be sex-typed, and for fewer expectations to exist for sons than for daughters 
to help out around the house. In fact, the mean scores on the household 
responsibility measure were lower for boys than for girls (see Chapter 4). 
Thu5, a high lev~l of demands for participation in household chores is likely 
to have more implications for the skills acquisition and performance of boys 
than of girls because there is greater consistency across families in the demands 
placed on girls. 

A substantial proportion of the variance in self-esteem was accounted 
for in all four samples, although family variables were more strongly related 
to self-esteem among primary school children than among adolescents. This 
finding suggests that, as children get older, their self-esteem becomes less 
dependent on the family and more dependent on experiences in extra-family 
groups, such as peers and school. Within each sample, except for primary 
school boys, self-esteem was more strongly associated with family processes 
than family structures. Among primary school boys, self-esteem was relatively 
more strongly associated with family structure. This effect among primary 
school boys was mainly due to father's education, a family structure variable 
that did not attain significance in any other group. Highly educated and 
supportive fathers may provide a strong boost to the self-esteem of their young 
sons, perhaps through identification processes. The beta weights indicated 
that the family process variable with the most consistent association with self
esteem was family cohesion, which was positive and significant among primary 
school boys, adolescent boys, and adolescent girls. 

The social competence variable revealed a sex difference, with family 
process being of greater importance to boys and family structure being of 
greater importance to girls. For boys, it was generally parental control meas
ures that were l:!ssociated with social competence (e.g. maternal punishment 
among primary school boys and father control among adolescent boys). For 
girls, several measures of family socio-economic status were negatively associ
ated with social competence. The reason for this is unclear, but the finding 
is contrary to previous research indicating greater popularity for high SES 
girls than for low SES girls. 

Self-control - or the extent to which children were reported to have 
good concentration, few behaviour problems, and the ability to inhibit move
ment - was more strongly related to family process variables among adol
escents than among primary school children. Examination of the beta weights 
indicated that being in a stepfamily was the variable with the strongest (neg
ative) association among young girls, and was also significant among young 
boys. Mother support and father support were the family process variables 
most often (positively) associated with self-control. 

Independence was related to both family process and family structure 
variables. However, family process was of greater importance to boys while 
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family structure was of greater importance to girls. The amount of variance 
accounted for in the independence of adolescent girls was particularly low. 

Summary of multiple regression results 

Overall, when family structure was pitted against family process in the same 
analysis, both turned out to be important. For most forms of competence and 
most groups of children, the block of family structure variables, when entered 
first, was significantly related to children's competence. But even with family 
structure variables partialled out, the block of family process variables made 
an additional significant contribution to most forms of competence. Therefore, 
it is not correct to say that variables such as socio-economic status, family 
size, and family type set absolute limits on children's development, for in
terpersonal processes between family members continue to be related to 
children's competence within family structures. 

Although both family structures and family processes were important, 
some forms of competence were more strongly related to one block of variables 
than the other. For example, life skills and self-esteem were more strongly 
linked to processes within the family, while reading ability was more strongly 
related to family structure, particularl~o family SES. This indicates that 
structural resources and process resources cannot simply stand in for one 
another and that each has a role to play in fostering particular abilities in 
children. Of course, the best situation is for children to have high levels of 
both; children who had high levels of socio-economic and interpersonal re
sources to draw on, as one would expect, were the most likely of all to achieve 
a high level of competence. , . ' 

Some sex and age differences also emerged, with the amount of variance 
accounted for in the competence variables being consistently lowest among 
adolescent girls. This suggests that the developing competence of adolescent 
girls is more independent of family influences than is the competence of 
adolescent boys. Although the reason for this is unclear, it contradicts the 
stereotype of girls being more dependent on their families than boys. Age 
and sex differences are taken up in further detail below. 

Age and sex differences 

To determine the degree to which primary school boys and primary school 
girls were similar in the family characteristics associated with competence, the 
product-moment correlations for each sex between the 23 family variables 
and the six competence measures were used. For each form of competence, 
correl~tions were computed between the correlations for the two sexes. These· 
correlations of correlations can be interpreted as similarity coefficients that 
reflect the extent to which boys and girls were similar in the family variables 
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associated with each form of competence. The same procedure was carried 
out to assess the degree of similarity between adolescent boys and adolescent 
girls, primary school boys and adolescent boys, and primary school girls and 
adolescent girls. These similarity coefficients appear in Table 10.3. 

Table 10.3 Correlations Indicating degree of similarity between older 
and younger boys and girls In the family variables 
associated with competence a 

Reading Life Self- Social Self- Independence 
ability skills esteem competence control 

Primary school boys 
and girls .50 .06 .10 -.14 .69 -.16 

Adolescent boys and 
girls .17 .64 .44 .29 .40 .40 

Primary school boys 
and adolescent 
boys .45 .28 -.16 .27 .48 .35 

Primary school girls 
and adolescent 
girls .17 .63 .69 -.40 .32 .17 

a n = 23 correlations. 

Primary school boys and girls 

Table 10.3 reveals that the similarity coefficient between primary school boys 
and girls across the 23 family variables was .50, indicating that family variables 
associated with the reading ability of boys also tended to be associated with 
the reading ability of girls. For example, it can be seen in Table 10.1 that the 
variable most strongly associated with the reading ability of both boys and 
girls was mother's occupational prestige. 

The low coefficient for life skills, however, indicates that there was little 
similarity between boys and girls in the family variables associated with this 
form of competence. The reader may recall that a large number of family 
characteristics were associated with the life-skills competence of boys, but few 
were associated with the life-skills competence of girls. This difference is 
reflected in the low level of similarity between the sexes. 

The similarity coefficient for self-esteem indicates that there was little 
overlap between boys and girls in the correlates of self-esteem. The variable 

. most strongly related to the self-esteem of girl~ was marital conflict. However, 
this variable was positively, but not significantly, associated with the self
est~em of boys (r == .15). Except for household responsibility, family cohesion, 
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and mother support, no other family characteristics were related to the self
esteem of both boys and girls. As noted in the regression analysis, family 
structure variables were more strongly related to the self-esteem of boys, 
while family process variables were more strongly related to the self-esteem 
of girls. These findings suggest that the antecedents of high or low self-esteem 
among girls and boys are rather different. 

The similarity coefficient for social competence was weak and negative, 
indicating no overlap between boys and girls in the family variables associated 
with the social competence. The major difference was for mother's occupa
tional prestige, which was positively associated with social competence among 
boys and negatively associated with social competence among girls. A similar 
weak and negative coefficient was also apparent for the independence meas
ure. The major differences between the sexes were in the mother control and 
father control measures, which were both positively associated with inde
pendence among boys and negatively associated with independence among 
girls. 

In contrast, the summary correlation for self-control was large, indicating 
that boys and girls were similar in the family variables associated with their 
level of self-control. For both boys and girls, self-control was negatively associ
ated with being in a stepfamily and was positively associated with mother 
support. 

These results indicate that similar family characteristics promoted, or 
inhibited, the development of reading ability and self-control in primary school 
boys and girls. However, the development of life skills, self-esteem, social 
competence, and independence in boys and girls was promoted, or inhibited, 
by different family characteristics. A final correlation, collapsing across all 
six competence measures and based on 138 correlations for each sex (23 family 
variables multiplied by six competence measures) revealed the overall cor
relation between boys and girls to be only .19. In other words, what is good 
for young boys is not necessarily good for young girls, and vice versa. 

Adolescent boys and girls 

Comparing across all six competence measures in Table 10.3, there appeared 
to be a greater level of consistency between adolescent boys and girls than 
between primary school boys and girls. 

Of all the forms of competence, adolescent boys and girls were most 
similar on self-esteem. Individual correlations indicate that the self-esteem 
of both boys and girls was promoted by high levels of family cohesion and 
low levels of father control. 

The lowest level of similarity was obtained for reading ability. The major 
discrepancy was for mother's occupational prestige, which was positively re
lated to reading ability among girls but negatively related to reading ability 
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among boys. The level of similarity in relation to social competence was also 
modest. The major difference between boys and girls was in family income, 
which was negatively associated with social competence among girls and pos
itively associated among boys. 

A single summary correlation between adolescent boys and girls, com
puted across the six competence measures and based on all possible corre
lations, was .37. This compares with the correlation between primary school 
boys and girls of .19. The higher correlation for adolescents than for primary 
school children suggests that boys and girls become more similar as they get 
older in the family characteristics associated with high and low competence. 
Perhaps as boys and girls enter adolescence they are treated more similarly 
by parents than is the case when they are younger. 

Primary school boys and adolescent boys 

Table 10.3 also contains coefficients indicating the degree of similarity between 
younger and older boys, and younger and older girls. For boys, the highest 
level of similarity occurred for self-control. Individual correlations indicate 
that, regardless of age level, the self-control of boys was positively associated 
with mother support and measures of mother's socio-economic status. The 
second highest level of similarity was obtained for reading ability. Regardless 
of age level, measures of parents' SES were generally positively associated 
with the reading ability of boys. 

The lowest level of similarity for boys occurred with self-esteem. Some 
variables, such as family cohesion and father support, were positively associ
ated with the self-esteem of both primary school and adolescent boys. How
ever, father control, which was negatively associated among adolescents, was 
positively associated among primary school boys. Furthermore, the family 
structure variables that achieved significant correlations among primary school 
children were generally low and negative among adolescents. For example, 
father's education was correlated with self-esteem at .46 among primary school 
boys and - .15 among adolescents. 

Primary school girls and adolescent girls 

High levels of consistency were found between primary school girls and adol
escent girls in the correlates of life skills and self-esteem. Household respon
sibility was the variable most strongly associated with life skills among girls 
at both age levels. In relation to self-esteem, significant associations emerged 
for both younger and older girls for sibling relations, father control, and family 
cohesion. 

However, primary school girls and adolescent girls revealed a consid
erable degree of dissimilarity in relation to social competence. This was largely 
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due to mother's occupational status, which correlated at - .37 with social 
competence among younger children and .19 among adolescents. Little over
lap between older and younger girls was apparent in the variables associated 
with independence, except for father control which was negative in both age 
groups. 

In summary, these results indicate some similarities, and some differ
ences, between primary school children and adolescents in the family char
acteristics associated with competence. Combining all six measures of 
competence, the correlation between primary school boys and adolescent boys 
was .22, and the correlation between primary school girls and adolescent girls 
was .24. The overall low level of similarity suggests a strong developmental 
trend. The family characteristics that contributed to competence among young 
children bore only a weak resemblance to the family characteristics that con
tributed to competence among adolescents. 

Exceptional children 

Throughout this volume, the six forms of competence have been treated 
separately in all analyses. In this section, they are brought together to identify 
those exceptional children who were consistently high or low in competence. 
Children who scored below the median (for children at that age level) on each 
of the six competence measures were placed in the 'Iow in all' group. Similarly, 
children who scored above the median on each of the six competence measures 
were placed in the 'high in all' group. Therefore, children in the 'Iow in all' 
group were consistently below average in reading ability, life skills, self-es
teem, social competence, self-control, and independence, whereas children 
in the 'high in all' group were consistently above average on all six measures. 

This procedure identified 11 primary school children (five boys, six girls) 
and 10 adolescents (five boys, five girls) who were generally low in compe
tence, and 13 primary school children (five boys, eight girls) and 13 adolescents 
(five boys, eight girls) who were generally high in competence. To give the 
reader an idea of the family situations of these children, selected case studies 
are presented below. 

Case studies of children generally low in competence 

George 

George, aged 9, lived with his brother, sister, and biological parents. His father 
held a supervisory position with a government authority while his mother was 
a full-time homemaker. George's mother described him as shy, lacking in con
fidence, easily confused, timid, and afraid of new situations. When asked about 



John 

Fitting the pieces together: family resources and child competence 235 

her ambitions for him, she only hoped that he would stay in school because 'he's 
not too bright'. George said that his mother was 'not really interested' in the 
things he did. He said that he wished both his mother and father would help 
him more, but he realised that they 'have a lot of work to do'. When asked 
what he wanted to do when he gets older, he replied that he wanted to be a 
football player, even though he 'can't kick far'. The family was generally low 
in interaction. For example, they frequently did not eat meals together and, 
when they did, there was little conversation. George's mother revealed that the 
marital relationship was only 'fairly happy'. She reported feeling depressed and 
said that she missed the extra time and independence she had when she was 
single. 

John, aged 9, lived with his two sisters, older brother, and his mother. His 
parents were separated at the time of the interview, although they reunited a 
month later. John's father was a labourer and his mother was a full-time home
maker. The family was very poor. John's father visited several times a week, 
although there was a restraining order because of his violence. He had injured 
John's mother in the past, and was currently undergoing psychiatric treatment. 
John's older brother had also undergone psychiatric treatment for violent be
haviour. John stated that he felt closer to his father than to his mother, and felt 
that his mother was not interested in him. He described his father as 'a worker 
- he fights'. John's mother said of him, 'Six months ago he was afraid of his 
own shadow but now he's also aggressive and starts fights.' She said that she 
was under severe mental stress, but claimed she still loved her husband. She 
said of John, 'His life could become a hell of a hassle and I can't do a great deal 
about it. I lack the courage to go out on my own; emotionally and financially, 
I wouldn't cope.' 

Amelia 

Amelia, aged 15, lived with her mother, father, younger sister, and two older 
brothers. Her father owned his own business which often required weekend and 
evening work, and her mother was a full-time homemaker. Amelia's mother 
described her as 'a bit moody, quick tempered. She lacks confidence. She'll only 
go if you push her.' The mother also revealed that 'she gets a bit upset with the 
fighting'. Amelia said her parents often argue, which makes her 'feel uptight 
and try to stop them because they really scream and yell'. She said she wished 
her father would spend more time at home, but he was 'always busy with his 
work ... People 'ring up all the time wanting jobs done.' She described her 
father by saying, 'He gets mad easy - easy to get along with if you don't get 
on the wrong side of him.' Amelia's mother described her own health as terrible 
and reported that she often felt unhappy and depressed. 

A number of trends are apparent from these three cases of low-com
petence children, and from the others in this sub-sample. Parent-child rela
tionships were generally low in support, interaction, and warmth. Parents 
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also held low opinions of these children and had low expectations for their 
future development. Many mothers were unhappy, dissatisfied, or depressed. 
These case studies also indicate that many children came from multiple prob
lem families (Rutter and Madge, 1976). Members of these families had to deal 
with serious and overlapping problems, including conflict between parents, 
separation, violence, poor health, poverty, and psychiatric illness. 

Case studies of children generally high in competence 

Jane 

Jane, aged 9, lived with her parents and four older brothers. Her father was a 
district manager of a government authority and her mother was a homemaker. 
The family was well off financially. Jane's father described her as 'enthusiastic, 
cheerful, polite, and friendly'. He said that she was one of the best students in 
her class and would one day attend university. He stressed the importance of 
J ane achieving her full potential, and said that one of the most important aspects 
of raising children is to 'fully assist their development'. J ane described her father 
as 'kind and helpful ... generous'. She felt that both her parents were interested 
in her, and said she was satisfied with the amount of time they spent with her. 
Jane reported frequent activities with her parents, such as going on outings and 
playing games. Jane was also active in Brownies, played in a netball team, and 
took music lessons. 

Sharon 

Ben 

Sharon, aged 9, lived with her mother and older sister. Her family lived on 
welfare benefits and what little her mother earned at a part-time job. Her parents 
had been divorced since she was an infant. Her father, who Sharon sees regularly, 
was working as an ambulance officer after a long period of unemployment. 
Sharon's mother described her as 'sensitive, insightful, and confident in most 
situations'. She said she would like Sharon to one day attend university. Sharon 
described her mother as 'a nice person, friendly'. She also liked her mother's 
boyfriend who lived nearby. Sharon was satisfied with the amount of time she 
spent with her mother and at weekends they usually did things together. Sharon 
said, 'She takes us to movies and things and she takes us to Lygon Street and 
we have a cup of tea and orange juice.' She also said that every time she sees 
a good show on television she and her mother talk about it. In addition, Sharon 
reported receiving a great deal of help from her mother with school work and 
other aspects of her life. 

Ben, aged 15, lived with his mother, father, and two older brothers. His father 
was a managing director of a small company and his mother was a nurse. Ben's 
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mother described him as 'very outgoing and self-sufficient ... No problems at 
ai\.' She further stated that 'He wants to help people,' and she mentioned that 
she had been particularly proud of him when he was in the sixth grade and raised 
money to support an underprivileged child overseas. She had no concerns about 
his future and expressed complete confidence in him. Ben thought highly of his 
parents and said that family life felt good 'all the time'. However, Ben spent 
little time with his family, and he didn't think that they were very interested in 
the things that he did. Instead, he was active in several clubs and with scouts, 
where he was a scout leader. Many of his weekends were taken up on camping 
trips and other outings with these groups. Ben was very independent, cooked 
for himself, and counted several adults as being among his good friends. His 
ambition in life was to become a nurse, like his mother. 

Several trends are apparent in these cases. Highly competent children 
tended to come from cohesive families in which parent-{;hild relationships 
were strong and conflict was minimal. Perhaps more than anything else, a 
feeling emerges from these cases that parents believed in their children, that 
is, parents held high academic and occupational expectations for their children, 
felt their children had good qualities, valued their children, and liked them 
as people. 

Comparison of high- and low-competence children 

The case studies suggest a generally negative home environment for low
competence children and a generally positive home environment for high
competence children. To further identify the family characteristics that dis
tinguish between the two groups of children, mean scores on all family process 
and family structure variables were compared. Because of the small sample 
sizes, non-parametric Mann-Whitney V-tests were used to compare the two 
groups. Only those variables that attained significance at the .05 level of 
probability (two-tailed) are noted below. 

Primary school children 

Three differences in family processes were observed for primary school chil
dren. Compared with low-competence children, exceptionally competent chil
dren scored higher on mother support, autonomy, and family cohesion. In 
relation to family structure, three differences emerged. Compared with low
competence children, exceptionally competent children came from households 
that were less crowded, had mothers who were better educated (12 years of 
education, on average, versus 10), and had mothers who, when employed, 
held more prestigious occupations. 

These results reveal that the families of high-competence children were 
characterised by high levels of support from mothers, the granting of a degree 
of autonomy to children to make their own decisions, and a high level of joint 
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activities and feelings of togetherness. High levels of maternal education and 
occupational prestige and a low level of household crowding were also im
portant. The significance of the mother clearly stands out in this list of factors. 
Although father support was also higher for high-competence children than 
low-competence children, this difference did not achieve significance. 

Interestingly, of the 13 high-competence primary school children, five 
lived in intact families, seven lived in one-parent households, and one lived 
with neither parent. Of the 11 low-competence children, five lived in intact 
families, two lived in stepfamilies, and four lived in one-parent households. 
These distributions indicate that living in a one-parent household was no 
barrier to achieving a high level of general competence. Indeed, whereas only 
31 per cent of children in the sample came from one-parent households, they 
made up 54 per cent of high-competence children. 

Adolescents 

At the secondary school level, four family process variables significantly dis
criminated between high- and low-competence adolescents. Compared with 
low-competence adolescents, high-competence adolescents reported a lower 
level of paternal control, less maternal use of coercive punishment, less pa
ternal use of coercive punishment, and more regular household responsibil
ities. Consistent with this picture, high-competence adolescents also reported 
relatively little maternal control and a good deal of autonomy, although these 
trends did not achieve significance. 

Surprisingly, no family structure variables distinguished between the two 
groups of adolescents. This means that adolescents who were generally high 
(or low) in competence were just as likely to come from high SES families 
as from low SES families, large families as from small families, and families 
where mothers were employed as from families where mothers were not 
employed. Of the 13 high-competence adolescents, six lived in intact families, 
three lived in stepfamilies, and four lived in one-parent families. Similarly, 
of the 10 low-competence adolescents, five lived in intact families, two lived 
in stepfamilies, two lived in one-parent families, and one lived with other 
relatives. Again, these results indicated that living in a one-parent family, or 
in a stepfamily, was no barrier to the development of a high level of general 
competence. 

Consistent with the material presented in Chapter 4, these results point 
to the importance of parental control techniques for the developing compe
tence of exceptional adolescents. Adolescents who were competent in a variety 
of ways came from families where parents allowed them considerable freedom 
to make their own decisions and rarely used coercive forms of punishment. 
Given that adolescence is a period of life during which people strive for 
independence and self-definition, it seems reasonable that the sharing of 
power by parents at a rate that matches the adolescent's growing capacities 
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would be a powerful contributor to development. Parents of highly competent 
adolescents also made a good number of maturity demands in the form of 
regular household chores. It appears that, in exchange for their autonomy 
and the absence of coercive punishment, competent adolescents reciprocated 
by taking on extra responsibilities around the house. 

Of course, as noted in Chapter 4, parents may find it necessary to adopt 
stricter control and use harsher forms of punishment with incompetent adol
escents than with competent adolescents. In addition, parents are unlikely to 
assign extra responsibilities to children who they believe are not mature 
enough to undertake them successfully. It is not possible to tell from these 
results whether parental practices directly contribute to the development of 
exceptional competence in adolescents, or whether highly competent adol
escents lead parents to be relatively less controlling, less punishing, and more 
demanding of responsibility. However, in the light of the model in Chapter 
1, it seems likely that reciprocal processes are operating and that influences 
run from both parent to child and from child to parent in benign (or vicious) 
circles of socialisation. 

Implications 

Family structure versus family process 

The results in this chapter - and other analyses not reported here (see 
Ochiltree and Amato, 1984) - suggest that children born into families with 
considerable economic and material advantages can still fail to develop high 
levels of competence if their families are low in interpersonal resources. Many 
of the children in the present study came from relatively affluent homes and 
had well-educated parents who held prestigious jobs. However, some of these 
families were marked by a pattern of mutual disengagement, little expression 
of warmth, and low levels of mutual support. In these families, parents were 
often unavailable and could not be sufficiently utilised by children as aids in 
their own development. The fact that these children revealed deficits in com
petence highlights the fallacy of assuming that children from well-off families 
always show accelerated development and are never at risk. For many poorly 
functioning families, rich or poor, the provision of counselling or education 
in interpersonal relationships may be necessary if children are to attain their 
full potential. 

On the other hand, children born into families with few economic and 
material advantages can still develop a relatively high level of competence if 
their families are well endowed with interpersonal resources. Some children 
in the present study lived in families marked by poverty, father-absence, 
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overcrowding, and low quality accommodation. Yet, their parents were sup
portive, avoided harsh discipline, allowed increasing levels of autonomy as 
children matured, made a good number of maturity demands, and generally 
provided a warm and cohesive family environment. The fact that these children 
were developing into highly competent young adults should be reassuring for 
parents forced to raise their children in low income families. However, this 
finding should not be used as an excuse to cut back on services to disadvantaged 
families. Increasing economic assistance and community services to these 
families would remove the economic uncertainty that could disrupt a well 
functioning but fragile interpersonal environment. 

Sex differences 

The analyses in this chapter indicated little similarity between boys and girls 
in the antecedents of competence. These findings highlight the usefulness of 
studying boys and girls separately, and of including samples of each in research. 
Furthermore, they suggest that the results of studies of competence based on 
samples of boys alone or of girls alone should not be generalised to the other 
sex. Coopersmith's (1967) study of self-esteem, for example, was based en
tirely on a sample of boys, and his conclusions have been widely cited. Yet 
the present study indicates considerable differences in the characteristics 
associated with the self-esteem of boys and girls. 

The analysis in Chapter 4 suggested that young girls, but not young boys, 
suffer decrements in self-esteem when high levels of conflict exist between 
parents. Sex differences such as these are of obvious interest to practitioners, 
for they indicate that boys and girls tend to respond to family problems in 
different ways. Generally, boys are brought to the attention of therapists 
more often than girls are, particularly in cases of family disruption, yet this 
may be a function of the fact that boys are more active, disruptive, and 
physically aggressive than girls are (Emery, 1982; Wolff, 1973). Correspond
ingly, it may be that girls suffering from depression and low self-esteem do 
not receive the attention they require because they continue to be quiet and 
well-behaved. A better understanding of the ways in which boys and girls 
respond differently to family stress should be a high priority for researchers. 

Age differences 

Material presented earlier in this chapter indicated only partial o~erlap in the 
family characteristics associated with the competence of primary school chil
dren and adolescents. The increasing physical and psychological maturity of 
children means that their needs are continually changing. Therefore, if parents 
are to provide a responsive environment in which children's competence 
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continues to grow, they must adapt and modify their behaviour over time. 
Unfortunately, parents who find it difficult to change (or are unwilling to 
change) may unwittingly place constraints on their children's opportunities 
for further development. 

For example, when children are young, parental help and protection 
provide a basic sense of trust and security. But as children grow, they become 
less dependent on parents and their personal development becomes oriented 
more towards peers and other extra-family sources. Children whose parents 
are overprotective are denied important opportunities to learn about the larger 
social world - and themselves. Another example refers to parental control. 
In the early years, parental control provides safety and guidance for young 
lives. However, as children develop the ability to direct their own behaviour, 
many parents are reluctant to give up control. Although conflict between 
adolescents and parents often occurs for this reason (see Chapter 2), com
promises are possible. For example, most adolescents are able to maintain 
close relationships with both peers and parents. And most adolescents do not 
want complete freedom; instead, a continuing degree of parental direction 
is seen as desirable by the majority of young people. Parents may also wish 
to keep in mind that, as their children get older, they can continue to influence 
them less through direct control and more through the provision of positive 
role models and the example of their own behaviour. 
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Children in families: what do we know? 

In general terms, what do the results of this study tell us about children and 
families in Australia? In previous chapters, specific findings from the Children 
in Families study have been described. In contrast, this section outlines a 
number of broad themes that cut across a variety of findings and chapters. 
These themes have relevance for the ways in which we think about and deal 
with children and their families. 

Stereotypes about children and families 

The first theme deals with the differences between families as they are often 
perceived and families as they really are. As noted in the introduction, many 
stereotypes exist about children and families, and the present study, based 
on a random sample of children from a variety of family types, allowed many 
of these stereotypes to be addressed empirically. Most were found to have 
little support. Of course, the Children in Families study was not the first to 
discredit these stereotypes; instead, the present results are consistent with a 
good deal of previous work done overseas and in Australia. This consistency, 
however, strengthens our confidence in the validity of the conclusions drawn 
here. Many of these stereotypes - and the findings from the present study 
that challenge them - are briefly summarised below. 

Mothers are more important than fathers in children's development 

The material in Chapter 10 on 'exceptional children indicated that mothers 
do play a special role in their development. However, analyses in Chapter 
4 indicated that; for the broad range of children, support from both mothers 
and fathers was associated with positive development. When fathers had little 
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time for their children, children not only expressed a strong wish for more 
contact, but also had low self-esteem and were low in general competence. 

Fathers are the disciplinarians in most families 

Although most children in Chapter 2 described their fathers as the 'boss' of 
the family, the majority reported that mothers, rather than fathers, were the 
ones who made day-to-day decisions and dispensed punishments for misbe
haviour. Fathers appeared to be less involved than mothers in almost all 
aspects of child care. 

A generation gap exists between adolescents and their parents 

A degree of conflict occurred between most adolescents and their parents, 
but this involved relatively trivial issues and took place within the context of 
generally positive relationships. In fact, the majority of adolescents in Chapter 
2 held positive views on their parents, felt close to them, and valued them 
as sources of assistance and support. 

Siblings are not as important as parents in children's development 

In contrast to this view, children in Chapter 3 frequently mentioned siblings 
as people they feel close to, spend the most time with, and go to with personal 
problems. The analysis in Chapter 4\ revealed that, for adolescents, good 
relationships with siblings were more!,strongly bound ,up with general com-
petence than were good relationships ~{th parents. , 

Strict discipline builds character and respect for authority in children \ 

The results in Chapter 4, and the results in Chapter 10 on exceptional children, 
indicated the opposite. The use of coercive forms of punishment by parents, 
such as hitting, was associated with low self-esteem, social incompetence, and 
other problems in children. Children also resented it and sometimes disliked 
their pare',1ts because of it. 

Children in mother-custody households are not adequately supervised 

In contrast to this belief, primary school children in Chapter 5 reported a 
relatively high level of control by single mothers. It is true that adolescents 
were given more autonomy in mother-custody households than in intact fam
ilies, but they were also entrusted with greater responsibilities. Furthermore, 
adolescents were not allowed to do whatever they pleased; instead, decisions
were shared with mothers and other adult figures.' 

Stepfathers are harsh and punitive towards their stepchiLdr~n 
In spite of the views of wicked step-parents that are prevalent, children in 
Chapter 5 reported relatively little control and punishmen~ from stepfathers. 
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And although children reported low support from stepfathers in recently 
formed stepfamilies, they reported high support from stepfathers in families 
that had been together for several years. Conflict between stepfathers and 
stepchildren was a problem in many families, but most children viewed their 
stepfathers positively. 

Children of divorce are prone to maladjustment 

Although parents and children in Chapter 6 reported initial emotional prob
lems (such as sadness, anger, and confusion) shortly after separation, the 
great majority of children revealed no long-term emotional problems or def
icits in competence. In fact, children from one-parent households were rela
tively self-sufficient in terms of everyday skills, autonomous, and accepting 
of responsibility. And the analysis in Chapter 10 suggested that exceptional 
young children may be particularly likely to come from one-parent families. 

With the remarriage of the mother, family life returns to normal 

Although this view contradicts the stereotype of the wicked step-parent noted 
above, it is also widely held. It reflects the assumption that living with two 
parents - one male and one female - is necessary for children's optimal 
development. However, data from Chapter 6 indicated that children living 
in stepfamilies had more than their fair share of problems.'Indeed, children 
from stepfamilies were more likely than children in one-parent families to 
exhibit problems with reading ability, self-esteem, and self-control. It is step
families, rather than one-parent families, that deserve further research and 
clinical attention. 

It is better to stay together for the sake of the children than to divorce 

Many parents believe that life in an unhappy household is better than life in 
a one-parent family. However, the combined results of Chapters 4 and 6 
suggest that young girls were more likely to have self-esteem problems in 
intact families with high levels of conflict than in one-parent families. Indeed, 
in harmonious one-parent families, children had particularly high self-esteem. 

Big families are happier and more cohesive than small families 

This notion is appealing, but the findings in Chapter 7 indicated that, for 
some groups of children, large family size was associated with relatively low 
support from parents, strict control, and low family cohesion. It was in small 
families that many children reported the highest levels of support, autonomy, 
and cohesion. 

Only children are spoiled, self-centred, and socially unskilled 

In contrast to'this view, few differences appeared in Chapter 7 between only 
children and first-born children in their experiences of family life. And only 
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children, on average, were not any lower (or higher) than other children in 
social or other forms of competence. 

Maternal unemployment denies children the attention and care of their mothers 

In fact, children in Chapter 8 whose mothers were employed reported just 
as much interest, help, and attention from mothers as did children whose 
mothers were not employed. It was high-quality time spent with mothers, 
rather than the mere presence of the mother in the home, that children valued. 

Children of employed mothers are prone to emotional and intellectual 
disturbance 

In contrast to this view, boys and girls in Chapter 8 whose mothers were 
employed full-time revealed no deficits in competence when compared with 
other children. In fact, girls whose mothers were employed full-time had 
particularly high self-esteem. And adolescents whose mothers were employed 
full-time exhibited consistently high levels of competence. 

Father's income and occupational status confer substantial advantages to 
children 

This is true if one considers material advantages, educational opportunities, 
and social contacts. However, in Chapter 9, father's income and occupational 
status were only occasionally and weakly related to forms of competence 
among children. Indeed, mother's occupational status and income were more 
strongly bound up with children's developing competence than were aspects 
of father's socio-economic status. Having a high-status father was an advan
tage, but it wasn't everything. 

Family life in poor families is chaotic and unsupportive 

This is true in some families that have succumbed to severe disadvantage and 
stress. However, case studies in Chapter 9 revealed that many families ex
periencing extreme economic hardship managed to function in a cohesive and 
mutually supporting manner. The fact that exceptional children in Chapter 
10 were as likely to come from low-income families as from high-income 
families suggests that the disadvantages of poverty can be overcome. Re
searchers often speak of a culture of poverty - yet the strengths of poor 
families should also be acknowledged. 

This list could be extended, but perhaps the point is sufficiently made that 
many of our commonsense views of family life are erroneous. These stereo
types can be damaging if they are used as bases for decision-making - for 
example, when deciding how many children to have, whether to divorce or 
stay together for the sake of the children, or whether to remain a single parent 
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or remarry. These stereotypes can also be damaging if they influence the 
perceptions and judgments of people who work with families, such as coun
sellors, teachers, or social workers. If nothing else, an awareness that much 
of our taken-for-granted knowledge about families is incorrect should make 
us less inclined to blithely categorise children and their families in ways that 
unfairly disadvantage some children - particularly those from non-traditional 
families. 

The resilience of children 

A second theme to emerge from this study is that of the resilience of children 
in adapting to different family circumstances. The capacity of children to cope 
with family hardship has been noted by other investigators (e.g. Coffield, 
1983; Rutter and Madge, 1976) and is consistent with the notion of the active 
child as outlined in Chapter 1. Many of our stereotypes and commonsense 
notions about children and families are incorrect, as noted above, because 
they fail to take this resilience into account. For example, the belief that 
children from divorced families are poorly adjusted fails to take into account 
the range of children's responses to family disruption, with some children 
failing to cope, others being relatively unchanged, and many emerging stronger 
than before. The belief that children whose mothers are employed outside 
the home are severely disadvantaged through lack of maternal attention as
sumes that children are so dependent on their mothers that they need to have 
them nearby constantly. Yet this belief does not allow for the fact that children 
are responsive to, and can profit from, the attention of other adults, including. 
fathers, older siblings, other relatives, teachers, child care workers, and 
babysitters. In addition, children generally have their own resources and 
competencies to rely on when adult attention is absent or limited. 

As reported in Chapter 10, those children who were consistently com
petent across all the measures used in this study came from a variety of 
backgrounds. Some came from families that were affluent, while others came 
from families that were poor. Some lived in intact families, while others lived 
in one-parent families or in stepfamilies. Some had many brothers and sisters, 
while others were only children. And some children's mothers were employed, 
while other children's mothers were at home on a full-time basis. This diversity 
of family structures in the backgrounds of competent children indicates that 
no single family type is associated with optimal child development. Instead, 
chil9ren are highly adaptable and are capable of adjusting to a wide range 
of family forms and circumstances. If nothing else, this implies that our com
munity needs to develop a greater tolerance for, and appreciation of, the 
diversity of family forms that exist today. 
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The limitations of the family's influence on children 

A third theme, although one that arises at a tangent, is the importance of 
settings other than the family in children's development. Popular opinion has 
strongly emphasised the significance of the family's influence. Consequently, 
many parents these days are anxious and uncertain because they are aware 
of the often conflicting advice of experts. Many are concerned that they might 
do the wrong thing and somehow ruin their children for life. Yet research 
indicates that most children are capable of developing quite normally in spite 
of early deprivation and maltreatment if appropriate support is given in later 
years (Rutter, 1972). 

Current ecological models of child development indicate that the family 
is but one source of influence on children out of many. The analyses presented 
throughout this volume indicate that, although there are many connections 
between family characteristics and children's competence, a good deal of 
variance in all measures is left unaccounted for. Furthermore, the analyses 
presented earlier in this chapter suggest that, as children get older, family 
processes and structures are less closely bound up with their developing com
petence. Additional studies that address the linkages between the family and 
other settings in the community in more detail will be a useful corrective to 
earlier intensive research on families in isolation from their environments 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Garbarino, 1982). 

An ecological perspective sensitises one to the fact that even well-func
tioning and relatively affluent families cannot be expected to meet all their 
children's needs, let alone families that are experiencing problems associated 
with low income, parental absence, or conflict. Given that families cannot be 
all things to all children, it follows that children will require access to additional 
community resources and services if they are to develop to their full potential. 
The available evidence indicates that most Australian children, in fact, are 
not developing to anywhere near this potential. For example, Connell et al. 
(1975) found that a majority of Australian adolescents had not reached a 
mature level of reasoning ability (Piaget's stage of formal operations) by the 
time they were 16, even though such a level of thought can, in principle, be 
achieved by children as young as 12 or 13. The low retention rates in Australian 
secondary schools and the high rate of youth unemployment (Australian 
Bureau of Statistics, 1984) tell similar stories of the unfulfilled potential of 
young people. 

There are many ways in which governments can provide additional 
support to children. For example, increases could be achieved in the provision 
of child-care facilities, preschool programs, education courses for parents, 
school-based counselling facilities, and economic support for low-income fam
ilies. Aithough these services are costly, it is difficult to think of a cause that 
is more worthy than the next generation of children in this country. 
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A good word for families 

Finally, the fifth theme to emerge is the generally positive nature of family 
life for children. It has often been suggested that relations between children 
and their families are breaking down, that children are rejecting their parents' 
values, and that children no longer respect their parents or turn to them for 
advice. The media frequently conjure up images of child abuse, incest, de
linquency, violence, drug use, and family disturbance. Indeed, given the high 
divorce rate in Australia, one wonders if there is any future at all for children 
in the family. Yet, most of the children in this study described their families 
positively. The majority thought highly of their parents, did things often with 
their parents, went to their parents for advice and help, got along well with 
their brothers and sisters, and generally enjoyed being in their families. Most 
children liked their families just as they were and didn't want to change a 
thing. 

It is true that many children in this study - and in the larger society 
- face serious family problems which should not be ignored. As noted above, 
governments have an obligation to help children and their families cope with 
these problems and to help them find solutions. However, it is worth reminding 
ourselves that children in previous generations also faced, and surmounted, 
problems such as world war and global economic depression. As noted earlier, 
children are resilient, and we can be confident that most will continue to 
make the transition to adulthood successfully. Now, as in the past, the family 
is the most important resource for children in making this transition. 
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Sampling procedure and sample 
characteristics 

The aim of the sampling procedure was to obtain approximately 400 pairs of 
interviews with children and parents in the state of Victoria. Of the 400 child 
interviews, half were to be with primary school students and half were to be 
with secondary school students. Furthermore, half the interviews were to 
involve intact families and the rest were to involve non-intact families, such 
as one-parent families or stepfamilies. The selection of non-intact families 
was problematic because their proportion in the population is relatively small 
and little information exists about where to find them. It was necessary, 
therefore, for the sampling to proceed in two phases. In the first phase, a 
large number of students were screened in order to locate children from non
intact families. In the second phase, students were selected from the phase 
one sample to achieve approximately equal numbers from intact and non
intact families. 

Phase one sampling procedure 

Initially, 40 Victorian primary schools and 40 Victorian secondary schools 
were randomly selected from a sampling frame compiled by the Australian 
Council for Educational Research (ACER). The sample was selected such 
that State, Catholic, and non-Catholic independent schools were represented 
in the correct proportions (special schools for handicapped students were 
omitted). Because schools are listed by the ACER in postcode order, the 
selection procedure allowed a representative distribution of schools across all 
parts of the State. Introductory letters were sent to each school selected, and 
principals were contacted by telephone. Of the 40 primary schools, 35 par
ticipated; five randomly selected replacement schools were then contacted, 
and four participated. Of the 40 secondary schools, 38 participated; two 
randomly selected replacement schools were then contacted, and both par
ticipated (see Table AI). 
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TableAl Number of primary and secondary schools and students included in the phase one screening 
samples 

School type Samp./e 1 SampJe 2 Combined 
Schools Students Schools Students Schools Students 

Primary State 26 605 15 347 41 952 
Primary Catholic 10 270 2 64 12 334 
Primary independent 3 54 -- 0 0 0 54 
Subtotal 39 929 17 411 56 1340 
Secondary high 20 421 9 211 29 632 ~ 
Secondary technical 9 171 5 111 14 282 :g 
Secondary Catholic 7 171 3 55 10 226 '" ~ 
Secondary independent 4 94 0 0 4 94 ~ 

-- ~. 

Subtotal 40 857 17 377 57 1234 ...... 

Total 79 1786 34 788 113 2574 
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To ensure adequate representation of children from non-intact families, 
a supplementary sample of schools was also selected. Lists of schools with 
large numbers of one-parent families were obtained from the Supplementary 
Grants Committee of the Victorian State Education Department and from 
the Catholic Education Office. Seventeen primary and 17 secondary schools 
were selected from the combined State-Catholic lists. After sending out intro
ductory letters, school principals were contacted by telephone; all agreed to 
participate (see Table AI). 

Screening data were collected from one Year 3 or Year 4 class from each 
primary school and from one Year 10 or Year 11 class from each secondary 
school. (If more than one class was available at a particular school, a non
composite and non-streamed class was selected.) Altogether, 1340 primary 
school students and 1234 secondary school students filled out a short ques
tionnaire dealing with their family's composition. Screening questionnaires 
were administered by the class's regular teacher and a field worker from the 
Institute of Family Studies. 

Phase two sampling procedure 

Up to six children from intact families and six children from non-intact families 
were randomly selected from each class. Letters were sent directly to parents 
of selected students, explaining the nature and purpose of the study. Interviews 
were requested of the child and one parent in the household, and stamped, 
addressed envelopes were included for the parent's reply. Non-responding 
parents were later contacted by telephone to further solicit their participation. 
Altogether, 1025 families were contacted, and 402 families agreed to 
participate. 

Response rates 

The 402 participating families reflected an overall response rate of 39 per 
cent. The moderately low response rate is related to the fact that two interviews 
were required from each family - one parent and one child. This means that 
a refusal from eith~r party counted as a refusal for the entire family. When 
the source of the refusal could be determined, it appeared that parents and 
children were about equally likely to have refused. 

Information on non-respondents from the phase one screening ques
tionnaires made it possible to calculate response rates for sub-groups of chil
dren and families. 

State primary schools had a considerably lower response rate (37%) 
than either non-Catholic independent schools (68%) or Catholic schools 
(44 % ). A similar trend was apparent for secondary schools, with relatively 
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low response rates for State technical schools (33%) and high schools (39%) 
and somewhat higher rates for Catholic high schools (44%) and non-Catholic 
independent high schools (50%). 

Response rates also varied by father's occupation. Rates were highest 
when fathers were employed in professional (61%) or managerial (56%) 
occupations, were intermediate when fathers were employed in clerical and 
sales occupations (45%) and were lowest when fathers were employed in 
trades and labour occupations (32%). This pattern is typical of most surveys 
and reflects the fact that middle-class people, compared with working-class 
people, tend to see more value in social research and feel more comfortable 
when dealing with researchers. 

In relation to country of birth, response rates were highest for Australian
born families (44 % ) and English-speaking migrants (46%) and lowest for non
English-speaking migrants (19%). The low response rate for non-English
speaking migrants reflects the difficulties for both respondents and researchers 
in carrying out interviews in a second language. 

Geographical region revealed some variation: response rates were high
est in rural communities with less than 10 000 people (48%) and lowest in 
inner-city Melbourne districts (32%). Higher survey response rates in rural 
areas than in urban areas are typical and probably reflect a tendency for urban 
dwellers to be relatively overburdened with requests for information from 
surveys, opinion polls, and market researchers (as well as unscrupulous sa
lespeople posing as researchers). 

Response rates also varied by family type. Intact two-parent families 
had a slightly lower response rate (34%) than either one-parent families (50%) 
or stepfamilies (44%). 

Only trivial variations in response rates occurred by child age level, the 
sex of the child, or family size. 

Sample characteristics 

The final sample contained, overall, an equal number of children from intact 
and non-intact family types. At primary school level, there were 99 children 
from intact families (45 boys and 54 girls) and 96 children from non-intact 
families (44 boys and 52 girls). At secondary school level, there were 102 
children from intact families (46 boys and 56 girls) and 105 children from non
intact families (50 boys and 55 girls). 

The fact that response rates varied across sub-groups suggested that the 
final sample might differ in some respects from the Victorian population. To 
get an indication of the degree of 'fit' between the two, a number of sample 
characteristics were compared with the Victorian population. 

Table A2 presents the distribution of Year 3 and Year 4 school children 
in State, Catholic, and non-Catholic independent schools in Victoria, and in 
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the Children in Families sample. Compared with the population distribution, 
the proportion of State primary school children was slightly low and the 
proportion of non-Catholic independent school children was slightly high. In 
relation to secondary schools, the final distribution of students in the achieved 
sample was very similar to the distribution in the total Victorian population. 
Overall, these figures reflect a good fit between population and sample in 
relation to school type. 

Table A2 Percentage of students in school systems in Victoria and the 
Children in Families sample 

Primary schools 
State 
Catholic 
Non-Catholic independent 

Total 

Secondary schools 
State high school 
State technical school 
Catholic high school 
Non-Catholic independent 

Total 

a Source: Rosier (1983). 

Victorian population" 

75.3 
20.8 
·3.9 

100.0 

51.6 
22.1 
17.5 
8.8 

100.0 

Sample 

72.7 
20.7 
6.6 

100.0 

(n = 195) 

52.0 
21.6 
18.1 
8.3 

100.0 

(n = 205) 

Table A3 contains data on father's and mother's occupation. In this 
case, the population figures are based on the number of employed men and 
women in Victoria between the ages of 25 and 59, the age group most relevant 
to the present sample. The professional and managerial categories were 
slightly over-represented in the sample, while the trades and labour category 
was under-represented. However, it is clear that all occupational groups were 
included in the sample in substantial numbers, and that a reasonably good 
range of occupations was covered. 

In relation to parents' country of birth, 66 per cent of Victorian men 
and women between the ages of 25 and 64 were foreign-born (Australian 
Bureau of Statistics, 1981). This compares with 75 per cent of the sample. 
Migrants from the United Kingdom were slightly over-represented in the 
sample, but migrants from most other countries - particularly Italy and 
Greece - were considerably under-represented. This divergence suggests 
that generalisations should not be made from the present sample to foreign
born Victorians. 
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Table A3 Percentage of men and women In occupational categories 
in the Victorian population and the Children in Families 
sample 

Occupational group Men Women 

Victoria" Sampleb Victoria" Samplec 

Professional and technical 15.0 21.9 20.1 23.4 
Administrative and managerial 8.7 12.7 1.5 3.0 
Clerical 8.8 4.6 30.9 27.4 
Sales 7.3 10.1 9.7 12.9 
Farm 6.4 5.2 5.6 1.5 

Transport and communication 7.3 7.5 2.0 3.5 
Trades and labour 40.1 31.4 16.0 5.0 
Service and recreation 5.3 4.6 14.1 20.4 
Arme.d services 1.1 1.6 0.1 0.0 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

(n = 306) (n = 201) 

a Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (1981). Population percentages based on employed 
males between the ages of 25 and 59. The 'inadequately described - not stated' category has 
been omitted. 

b Retired, student, and unemployed categories have been omitted. 
C Figures based on mothers living in the household. Mothers with home duties have been omitted 

from the calculations. . 

In relation to location, 71 per cent of the Victorian population resides 
in the Melbourne metropolitan area (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1981) 
co~pared with 61 per cent of the Children in Families sample. The sample 
therefore contained a slight, but not serious, over-representation of non
metropolitan residents. 

Sample weights 
. . 

The use of sample weights is usually necessary if disproportionate stratification 
has been used. In the present study, children from non-intact family types 
were deliberately over-sampled so that comparisons could be made between 
family types. Therefore, weights were introduced to correct for the over
representation of non-intact families in analyses when family type was not 
used as an explanatory or control variable. These weights were based on the 
proportion of children in the phase one screening sample living in six family 
types (intact two-parent, mother and stepfather, father and stepmother, 
mother only, father only, and other). Separate weights were constructed for 
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primary and secondary school children as the distribution of family types in 
the two age groups differed. The use of this weighting factor ensured that the 
six family types were represented in the correct proportions in all calculations 
based on the entire sample of cases. 

Interview schedule and procedure 

Interviews were conducted with the parent alone, in his or her home, and 
ranged in length from 35 minutes to three and a half hours, with a median 
length of one hour and 15 minutes. The children's interview schedule consisted 
of 165 questions dealing with family life, school, and friends. (Questions are 
presented in the text when appropriate.) The interviews were conducted alone 
with the child and took place at school. They ranged in length from 30 minutes 
to two hours and 15 minutes, with a median length of one hour. 

A team of 18 field workers from the Institute of Family Studies conducted 
the interviews. A mixture of closed and open-ended questions was used in 
both interviews, and all interviews were recorded on audio tape cassettes so 
that responses to open-ended questions could be transcribed verbatim. In 
addition, children completed an 80-item measure of self-esteem at the time 
of the interview and a reading test at the time of screening. The reading test 
was administered in class by the regular teacher and a field worker from the 
Institute of Family Studies. 

Design effects 

The sampling procedure for the Children in Families study was complex, 
involving both stratification (by school type and family type) and clustering 
(by school). A useful concept in assessing the effects of stratification and 
clustering on survey estimates is the design effect, defined in statistical terms 
as the ratio of the variance of an estimator (e.g. the square of the standard 
error of the mean) for a particular design to the variance ,of the same estimator 
for a simple random sample of equivalent size (Kish, 1965). Design effects 
greater than one indicate that the sample is less precise than a simple random 
sample of the same size. 

Design effects were estimated for 12 variables, six from the parent's 
interview and six from the child's interview, following procedures outlined 
by Kish (1965). For the primary school sample, design effects for the 12 
variables ranged from 0.84 to 1.52, with a mean of 1.14. For the secondary 
school sample, design effects ranged from 0.88 to 1.63, with a mean of 1.16. 
Overall, the design effects were small (i.e. only slightly over one), a result 
that can be attributed to the facts that clusters were relatively heterogeneous 
and only a small number of students were selected from each cluster. These 
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findings suggested that the use of simple random sample formulae in the 
calculation of tests of statistical significance would result, on average, in only 
minor errors. 

Data quality 

Because of the problems that might be involved in interviewing children as 
young as eight and nine (due to their relatively small vocabulary and short 
attention span), an evaluation was made of the quality of the completed 
interviews. After every child interview, interviewers completed a short ques
tionnaire that included items dealing with how well questions were understood, 
the level of co-operation, and any difficulties that were encountered. Inter
viewers' perceptions are important, given that successful data collection is 
highly dependent on the quality of the relationship between interviewer and 
respondent. 

Generally, the interviewers' comments were very positive. For example, 
in response to a question on the child's co-operation, interviewers rated 89 
per cent of primary school children and 93 per cent of adolescents as being 
either 'eager' or 'co-operative'. Interviewers reported that, in about one-third 
of the interviews, primary school children had difficulty understanding at least 
some questions. (This only occurred in 5 per cent of the interviews with 
adolescents.) However, it turned out that the questions causing problems 
were spread throughout the interview schedule, with no question or group 
of questions standing out as being particularly difficult for large numbers of 
children. Furthermore, most children who had difficulties only experienced 
problems with a few questions; only 8 per cent of primary school children 
had problems with four or more questions. 

Overall, the results indicated that the quality of the interview data with 
young children was good, at least as far as the interviewers were concerned. 
Other methods, such as a count of the amount of missing data on children's 
data records, and agreement between children and their parents on basic 
demographic questions, also indicated that the quality of data for children 
was high. (See Amato and Ochiltree, in press b, for a detailed discussion of 
this topic.) 
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Statistical methods used 

The statistical methods used in this volume are mainly based on multiple 
regression/correlation techniques. For the reader who is unfamiliar with some 
of these methods, brief and non-technical descriptions are provided below. 
For the reader who has already taken an introductory course in statistics, 
these descriptions may help to revive old memories. However, these des
criptions are necessarily over-simplified, and may be misleading if taken ver
batim. For this reason, the reader is advised to consult a standard textbook 
for further details. 

Product-moment correlations 

A product-moment correlation coefficient, symbolised by r, summarises the 
direction and degree of linear relationship between two variables. It takes on 
values that range from -1 to +1, with a positive coefficient indicating that 
an increase in one variable is associated with an increase in the other, and a 
negative coefficient indicating that an increase in one variable is associated 
with a decrease in the other. Significance tests are available to determine the 
probability that the correlation could have occurred by chance alone, given 
the size of the sample. 

Partial correlations 

Partial correlations are interpreted in a fashion similar to product-moment 
correlations. However, product-moment correlations (sometimes called 'zero
order' correlations) summarise the linear relationship between two variables 
without considering the influence of other variables. A partial correlation, 
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on the other hand, summarises the iinear relationship between two variables 
while controlling for (or partialling out) the linear effects of other variables. 
For example, partial correlations are used in Chapter 7 to describe the linear 
relationship between family size and family process variables after taking into 
account the fact that families differ in socio-economic status, number of par
ents, and mother's workforce status. With these background variables 'held 
constant', the unique effects of family size can be estimated. 

Multiple regression 

Multiple regression is used to 'predict' values of a dependent variable from 
an entire set of explanatory variables. This technique produces several im
portant products. Firstly, it provides a measure of the total amount of variance 
accounted for in the dependent variable by all the explanatory variables acting 
together. Generally speaking, the higher the proportion of variance accounted 
for, the better the prediction. Secondly, it provides coefficients (referred to 
as beta weights) that summarise the unique effect of each variable, controlling 
for all the others. For example, .multiple regression is used in Chapter 10 to 
determine the total amount of variance accounted for in forms of competence 
by all family structure and family process variables. 

Analysis of variance and co variance 

Analysis of variance is used to determine the relationships between a set of 
factors (which are categorical variables, such as sex of child, or family type) 
and a dependent variable. Significance tests are available to determine if any 
factors are related to the dependent variable at a level unlikely to occur by 
chance alone. Tests are also carried out for interaction terms; these indicate 
if the effects of a factor differ depending on the level of a second (or third) 
factor. 

In analysis of covariance, before examining the effects of the factors, 
the effects of the covariates (or possibly confounding background variables) 
are removed from the data. For example, analysis of covariance is used in 
Chapter 5 to examine the relationship between family type and family process 
measures after statistically holding constant family size, family socio-economic 
status, and mother's employment status. In this way, the unique effects of 
family size can be estimated. A multivariate analysis of covariance (MAN
COVA) is often used as a preliminary step if more than one dependent 
variable exists in an analysis. Beciluse there are 11 family process variables 
examined in Chapter 5; a MANCOVA was done to see if a relationship 
existed, overall, between family type and the 11 dependent variables. 
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Canonical correlation 

Canonical correlation is a multivariate technique that allows one set of var
iables to be simultaneously related to a second set of variables. Variables 
within each set are combined in a linear fashion to produce a composite 
variable referred to as a canonical variate. These composite variates - one 
for each set - are derived with the object of maximising the degree of 
correlation between them. In this way, canonical correlation takes into account 
both the relations among variables within each set, and the relations between 
the two sets. Once formed, the canonical variates are interpreted by examining 
their correlations with the original variables. No assumptions are required 
about which set constitutes independent variables and which set constitutes 
dependent variables, since the relations are symmetrical. For example, can
onical correlation is used in Chapter 4 to determine the overall pattern of 
relations between the 11 family process variables and the six forms of child 
competence. 

Mann-Whitney V-tests 

Non-parametric techniques are used when the assumptions necessary for more 
powerful parametric techniques, such as those described above, cannot be 
met. In Chapter 8, families in which fathers were unemployed were compared 
with other families, But, because of the small sample sizes, non-parametric 
tests were used. The Mann-Whitney V-test, in particular, compares two 
group's by taking, for each score in one sample, the number of scores in the 
other sample that have larger ranks. The resulting statistic can be tested for 
significance to determine if one group is statistically higher or lower than the 
other on some attribute. 
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Summary of family process and 
competence measures 

Measures Source n of items 

Family process measures 
Mother support child 12 
Father support child 12 
Mother control child 5 
Father control child 5 
Child autonomy child 5 
Mother punishment child 5 
Father punishment child 5 
Household responsibility child 20 
Sibling relations child 2 
Marital conflict child 4 
Family cohesion child 10 

Child competence measures 
Cloze reading ability child 33/50a 

Practical life skills parent 20 
Self-esteem child 80 
Social competence parent 22 
Self-control parent 22 
Independence child 9 

Reliability 

.65 

.74 

.55 

.64 

.61 

.59 

.70 

.71 

.89 

.64 

.66 

.96 

.83 

.91 

.75 

.74 

.64 

"Reading tests for primary· school students contained 33 items; reading tests for secondary school students 
contained 50 items. 
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and child competence, 93 competence 
exceptional children, 237-8 children's self-concept scale, see 
family process and structure variables, self-esteem 

222,224,240 closeness, family, see family cohesion 
and family size, 162-4, 166, 168, 170 Cloze reading test, see reading ability 
and family type, 105, 109-10, 117 coercion, parental, see parental coercion 
and maternal employment, 185, 189 cognitive ability 
the measure, 78, 260 see also intellectual abilities 
cf, other processes, 84, 86 and family type, 128 
sex differences, 81 and socio-economic status, 203-4 
socio-economic status, 202, 206-7, cohesion, family, see family cohesion 

209 competence, child, see child competence 
child-care polic;; 188 competence, social, see social 
child competence, 7-13 competence 

see also child competence measures; competent self, 9, 88, 91 
competent self; family process concept~, see issues, concepts and 
resources; mastery motivation; self- th~ory 
labelling; social influences on conflict 
competence marital, see marital conflict with 

the concept, 7-9 pa~ents 
and family resources, 221-41 mCldence of, 48 

implications 239-41 sources of, 36-8 
forms of, 8 ' with siblings, 53-4 
the model, 5-7 control, see maternal control; parental 
social and cultural variations, .8-9 control; paternal control 

child competence measures, 77, 86-90 correl~tions, see ~anonical correlation; 
see also independence; intellectual partial correlations; 

abilities; life skills; reading ability; pro?uct-mome~t correlat,ions 
self control' self esteem' social covanance analYSIS, see vanance and 
competenc~ , , cov~riance analysis 

age and sex differences, 90, 91-2 custodial fathers 
employed mothers, 189-94 economic resources, 104 
cf, family process, 92-8 excluded from analysis, 109, 142, 
by family size, 159, 169 custodial mothers ' 
by family type, 142-8 children's relationships with, 112, 

data analysis, 142-3; summary, 122-3, 243 
147-8 economic and social resources, 104-5, 

family variables linked, 222-5 108, 154, 215-16 
implications, 9~101 punishment, 118 
only children, 170 
relations between measures, 9~1 
and socio-economic status, 203-4, 

211-13 

data quality, 256 
decision-making, parental, see parental 

decision-making 
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design effects, 255-6 
deviance 

and family size, 159 
and family type, 129-30, 149, 153 
and socio-economic status, 204 

discipline, see parental punishment 
coercive, see parental coercion 

divorce, see separation/divorce 
divorced families see separated/divorced 

families 
drinking, see alcohol abuse 

economic status, see socio-economic 
status 

education, parental, see parental 
education 

emotional adjustment, see adjustment 
employment, 172-98 

see also maternal employment; 
paternal employment; 
unemployment 

Australian families, 172-4 
implications of findings,196-8 
the model, 5-7 
previous research on, 174-9 

ethnic families, 2, 253 
exceptional children, 234-9 

case studies 
high-competence, 236-7; low

competence, 234-6 
comparison of high- and low

competence children, 237-9 

families, classifications of, see family 
types 

family activities, see family cohesion 
family closeness, see family cohesion 
family cohesion, 66-71 

age differences, 68-71, 81, 83, 111, 
120 

case studies, 72-4 
and child competence measures, 93, 

95-6, 222-5, 231-2 
children's reports of, 67-71 
effects of separation/divorce, 104-5 
exceptional children, 237 
and family size, 155, 158, 162-3, 

167-8 
and family structure resources, 240 
and family type, 109, 111, 120, 122, 

126 
implications of findings, 74-6 
and maternal employment, 186, 188 

the measure, 80, 260 
the model 5-7 
cf. other processes, 84, 86 
sex differences, 68, 70, 81, 122 
and socio-economic status, 201, 

206-7,210,214,218 
summary, 71 
and unemployment, 182-3 

family composition, 15 
see also one-parent households; 

sibling relationships 
family disorganisation, see family 

cohesion 
family functioning 

and family size, 157-8 
and maternal employment, 177-8 
and separation/divorce, 104-6 
and socio-economic status, 200-3 

family influence, limitations of, 247 
family members, special, see special 

family members 
family process resources, 16-17 

see also child competence; family 
cohesion; family functioning; 
household responsibilities; marital 
conflict; parental control; parental 
punishment; parental support; 
sibling relationships 

age and sex differences, 80-3, 84-6 
summary, 83 

cf. child competence, 92-8 
employed mothers, 184-9 
and family size, 161-9 

sample and analysis, 161-2; 
summary, 168-9 

cf. family structure and resources, 
221, 222-30 
age and sex differences, 221-9, 

230-4; as mediators, 17-18; 
implications of findings, 239-40; 
summary, 225-30 

and family type, 109-25 
implications of findings, 122-5; and 

time, 121-2 
measures, 78-80 

correlations between, 83-6; 
summary, 260 

the model, 5-7 
and socio-economic status, 204-11 

summary, 210-11 
unemployed fathers, 179-81 

case studies, 182-3; summary, 183 
family resources, 13-18 
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see also biologically based resources; 
family process resources; family 
structure resources; socialisation; 
socially based resources 

and child competence, 221-41 
implications, 239-41 

the concept, 13-14 
the model, 5-7 

family size, 155-71 
see also only children 
changes in, 155-7 
and child competence, 159, 169 
choices about, 170--1 
exceptional children, 238 
and family process, 161-9, 230 

age and sex differences, 162-8; 
sample and analysis, 161-2; 
summary, 168--9 

and family type, 162, 169 
implications of findings, 170--1 
and maternal employment, 191 
and maternal support, 162-5, 168, 173 
the model, 5-7 
previous research on, 157-61 

qualifications, 161 
and socio-economic status, 206-7 
stereotypes, 2, 155, 166, 168, 170--1, 

244 
family structure resources, 15-16 

see also employment; family 
composition; family size; family 
types; parental education; social 
distribution of competence; socio
economic status 

cf. family process resources, 221, 
222-30 

. age and sex differences, 221-9, 
230-4; implications of findings, 
239-40; summary, 225-30 

family processes as mediators, 17-18 
the model, 5-7 

family types 
see also intact two-parent households; 

one-parent households; separated! 
divorced families; stepfamiIies 

analysis of data, 109-11 
changes in, 102--4 
child competence measures, 142-8, 

222,230 
data analysis, 142-3; summary, 

147-8,246 
and child problems, 148--9 
classification, 109 

exceptional children, 238 
cf. family process resources, 102-25 

implications of findings, 122-5; and 
time, 121-2 

and family size, 162, 169 . 
implications of findings, 152--4 
and maternal employment, 184, 188, 

191 
the model, 5-7 
parent-child relationships, 26 
sampling, 249, 251-2, 254--5 
and socio-economic status, 206-7 
stereotypes, 126, 246 

father control, see paternal control 
father punishment, see paternal 

punishment 
father support, see paternal support 
fathers 

see also custodial fathers; non-
custodial fathers; stepfathers 

alcohol abuse, 62, 66, 75, 183 
control, see paternal control 
descriptions of 

by adolescents, 30--1; by primary 
school children, 29-30 

employment, see paternal 
employment 

importance of, 2, 22-3, 98--9, 242-3 
cf. mothers, 2, 85 

control, 40, 42--4, 46-7; 
punishment, 84--5; stereotypes, 
28, 47; support, 32-5, 38--9, 81-5 

punishment, see paternal punishment 
socio-economic status, 219-20 
support, see paternal support 
unemployment, see paternal 

unemployment 
uninvolvement, 48, 73 

functioning, family, see family 
functioning 

generation gap, 2, 39, 47, 243 
girls, see sex differences 

help from parents, 33--4 
high-competence children, see 

exceptional children 
household responsibilities 

age differences, 81-3, 111, 118 
and child competence measures, 93-6, 

222-7,231,233 
children's accounts of, 44--6 
exceptional children, 238--9 
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and family size, 162-3, 167, 168 
and family type, 105, 109, 111, 118-9, 

120, 125--6 
implications of findings, 100 
and maternal employment, 178, 186, 

187--8, 189, 195, 197 
the measure, 79, 260 
the model 5-7 
cf. other processes, 84 
and paternal unemployment, 180, 183 
sex differences, 81-2 
and socio-economic status, 206-7, 209 

household sibsize, 161-4, 166-7, 171, 
184,222-4 
see also total sib size 

impulse control, see self-control 
income inequality, 218-19 
independence 

age and sex differences, 92 
and employment, 173, 178-9, 189, 

192-3 
exceptional children, 234, 238 
and family process, 90-1, 93, 96-7 
family process and structure variables, 

222, 224-5, 228-32, 234 
and family size, 159, 169 
and family type, 142; 144-5, 147, 148 
the measure, 89-90, 260 
the model, 6 
and socio-economic status, 201, 

211-13 
influences, see family influence; parental 

influences; social influences on 
competence 

intact two-parent households, 2 
child competence, 142--6, 221 
child problems, 148-9 
maternal employment, 184, 191, 194 
cf. one-parent and step-parent 

households, 108-20, 184 
stereotypes, 102-3 

intellectual abilities, 8, 87, 159--60, 204 
see also cognitive ability 

interest, parental, see parental time and 
interest 

interview studies 
employment, 181-3 
previous studies, 126-8 
schedule and procedure, 1,255 

issues, concepts and theory, 5-21 
see also active children; child 

competence; family resources 

juvenile delinquency, see deviance 

labelling, self, see self-labelling 
life skills, 8, 87-8 

age differences, 91-2 
exceptional children, 234 
and family process, 90-1, 93-4, 96-7, 

99 
family process and structure variables, 

222-7, 229-33 
and family size, 169 
and family type, 142, 143-6, 148 
and materal employment, 189, 192-3 
the measure, 87-8, 260 
the model, 6 
sex differences, 92 
and socio-economic status, 211-13 

'looking glass self' theory, 12 
low-competence children, see 

exceptional children 

MANCOV A, see multivariate analysis 
Mann-Whitney U-tests, 180, 237, 259 
marital conflict 

case study, 74-5 
and child competence measures, 93, 

95, 222-4, 231 
effects on children, 59-60, 132 

age differences, 59--60, 81, 83, 95, 
111, 140; children's feelings 
about, 63-5; children's 
perceptions of, 61-3, 75, 127, 
133; reasons for, 60-1; sex 
differences, 59, 63, 81, 83, 86, 
95, 111, 140 

and employment, 175, 183, 186, 188 
exceptional children, 236-7 
and family size, 162-3, 167 
and family type, 109-11, 119, 120 
implications of findings, 74-5 
incidence of, 59 
the measure, 80, 260 
the model, 5-7 
cf. other processes, 84, 86 
and socio-economic status, 201, 

206-7, 209-10, 212, 218 
summary, 66 

marital relationships, 58-66 
see also marital conflict; separation! 

divorce 
case studies, 72-4 
and employment, 177, 195 
and family size, 158 
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implications of findings, 74-6 
stepfamilies, 108 

mastery motivation 
as a source of competence, 10 
social influences on, 11-12 

maternal control 
age differences, 81-3, 97, 110, 116-18 
and child competence measures, 93-5, 

222, 224, 232 
exceptional children, 238 
and family size, 162-4, 166, 168, 170 
and family type, 109-10, 116, 117-18 
and maternal employment, 178, 

185-6, 188-9 
the measure, 78, 260 
cf. other processes, 84-6 
and paternal unemployment, 180 
sex differences, 81 
socio-economic status, 206-7 

maternal employment 
changes in, 156 
and child competence measures, 

189-94, 222-4 
effects of separation/divorce, 105 
effects on families, 109, 143, 183-96 

age and sex differences, 179, 
184-93; previous research, 177-9, 
184; summary, 196 

exceptional children, 237-8 
and family process, 184 
and family size, 162, 169 
implications of findings, 197-8 
incidence, 172-3, 184 
mothers' well-being and perception of 

family life, 178, 189, 194-5, 196-7 
part-time, 173, 177, 183-7, 189-96, 

222 
previous research, 174 
socio-economic status, 206-7 
stereotypes, 2, 172, 245-6 

maternal punishment 
age differences, 81-2, 98, 110, 117-18 
and child competence measures, 93-4, 

96, 222-5, 229 
descriptions by primary school 

children, 27 
exceptional children, 238 
and family size, 162-3, 166, 168-70 
and family type, 109-10, 117-18, 

121-2 
findings, 243 
and maternal employment, 185, 187 
the measure, 79, 260 

I cf. other processes, 84-6 

and paternal unemployment, 180 
sex differences, 81-2 
socio··economic status, 206-7 

maternal support 
age differences, 80-1, 110-12 
and child competence measures, 

222-5, 229, 232-3 
and employment, 183, 184-5, 188 
exceptional children, 237 
and family size, 162-5, 168, 173 
and family type, 109-10, 111-12 
the measure, 78, 260 
cf. other processes, 84-6 
sex differences, 80-1, 83, 111-12 
and socio-economic status, 206-7, 

209, 218 
maternal unemployment 

implications of findings, 198 
incidence, 173-4 

maturity demands, see household 
responsibilities 

measures, see child competence 
measures; family process resources, 
measures; socio-economic status, 
measures 

methods, statistical, see statistical 
methods 

middle childhood, see primary school 
children 

middle class families, 200-3 
mother control, see maternal control 
mother punishment, see maternal 

punishment 
mother support, see maternal support 
mothers 

see also custodial mothers 
control, see maternal control 
descriptions of 

by adolescents, 28-9; by primary 
school children, 27-8 

employment, see maternal 
employment 

cf. fathers, 2, 85 
control, 40, 42-4, 46-7, 81-5; 

punishment, 84-5; stereotypes, 
28, 47; support, 32-5, 38-9, 81-5 

importance of, 2 
findings, 242-3; previous research, 

22-3 
punishment, see maternal punishment 
and separation/divorce 

consistency with children's 
reactions, 138-9; views on 
changes following, 116, 120-1 
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socio-economic status, 219-20 
stereotypes, 28, 47 
support, see maternal support 
unemployment, see maternal 

unemployment 
motivation, mastery, see mastery 

motivation 
multiple problem families, 236 
multiple regression, 83, 221, 225-6, 230, 

232,258 
multivariate analysis 

family process and child competence, 
77,92-8 

family types and child competence, 
142 

family types and family process, 
109-10 

maternal employment, 184, 188--9, 
191 

non-custodial fathers 
children's relationships with, 106, 110, 

124-5 
control, 116 
economic resources, 104 
punishment, 117-18 
support from, 112-13 
time spent with, 113-15 

non-custodial parents, 106 
see also non-custodial fathers 

nuclear family, see intact two-parent 
households 

one-parent households 
child-care, 198 
child competence, 142-6, 153, 222 
child problems, 148--9, 153 
definition, 109 
exceptional children, 238 
father--child relationships, 98, 113 
incidence of, 2, 103 
cf. intact two-parent and step-parent 

households, 105, 108-20 
maternal employment, 184, 191, 194 
mother--child relationships, 112 
parent--child relationships, 106 
poverty, 154 
socio-economic status, 206, 215-16 
stereotype, 153 

only children 
child-care, 198 
competence, 170--1 
research on, 159-60 
stereotypes, 2, 155, 160, 170,244-5 

parent--child conflict, see conflict, 
parent--child 

parent--child relationships, 18, 22-48 
see also custodial mothers, children's 

relations with; non-custodial 
fathers, children's relations with; 
non-custodial parents; parental 
control; parental support; parents; 
stepfathers, children's relations with 

exceptional children, 235, 237 
and family composition, 15 
and family size, 160 
and family type, 107, 126 
implications of findings, 47-8 
previous research, 23-5 
stereotypes, 2 

parental coercion 
age differences, 118 
case studies, 73, 221 
and child competence measures, 94-5, 

97 
and employment, 183 
exceptional children, 238--9 
and family size, 158--9, 166 
findings, 243 
implications of findings, 100 
incidence, 48 
cf. other processes, 85-6 
previous research, 24, 46 
and socio-economic status, 201-2, 

217-18,240 
stepfathers, 125 

parental control 
see also child autonomy; household 

responsibilities; maternal control; 
parental coercion; parental 
decision-making; parental 
punishment; parental strictness; 
paternal control 

age differences, 25, 40-6, 81-5, 97-8, 
241 

and child competence measures, 226, 
229,233 

children's accounts of, 39-47 
summary, 46--7 

effects of separation/divorce, 105-6 
exceptional children, 238--9 
and family size, 158, 164-6 
the measure, 78 
the model, 5-7 
previous research, 23-5 
sex differences, 40, 42, 44-5 
and socio-economic status, 201, 208--9 

parental decision-making, 39-41 
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parental discipline, see parental 
punishment 

parental education 
and child competence measures, 

211-13, 222-6, 229-33 
and cognitive ability and school 

achievement, 203-4 
exceptional children, 237-8 
and family cohesion, 201, 210 
and family process, 206-11 
as family structure resource, 5 
fathers cf. mothers, 205-6 
and marital relations, 201, 210 
and practical skills, 204 
and socio-economic status, 15, 200, 

206 
parental employment, see employment 
parental influence, limits of, 25-6 
parental punishment 

see also maternal punishment; 
parental coercion; paternal 
punishment 

age and sex differences, 81-2 
children's accounts of, 41-3 
exceptional children, 238--9 
and family size, 166 
and family type, 105 
findings, 243 
the measure, 79 
the model, 5-7 
previous research, 19 
and socio-economic status, 201-2, 209 

parental separation, see separation/ 
divorce 

parental strictness, 43-4 
parental support 

see also conflict, with parents; help 
from parents; maternal support; 
non-custodial fathers, support from; 
parental time and interest; parents; 
paternal support 

age differences, 25, 31, 33-9, 80-2, 
84-5,97 

and child competence measures, 221, 
226,239-40 

children's accounts of, 2~39 
summary, 38--9 

effects of separation/divorce, 105-6 
exceptional children, 235 
and family size, 157-9, 162-4 
the measure, 78 
the model, 5-7 
previous research, 23-5 
and punishment, 86 

sex differences, 31, 33-9, 80-3, 200 
and socio-economic status, 200, 203, 

207-8 
parental time and interest, 31-3 
parents 

see also fathers; mothers; non
custodial parents; parental 
influence 

children's effects on, 19-20 
conflict with, see conflict, with 

parents 
help from, see help from parents 
previous research on, 22-6 
as special family members, 34-6 

partial correlations, 162, 169, 204, 
206-7,211,257-8 

paternal control 
age differences, 81-3, 97,110,115-17 
and child competence measures, 93, 

96, 222-5, 229, 232-3 
exceptional children, 238 
and family size, 162-4, 166, 168--9 
and family type, 109-10, 11~17, 124 
and maternal employment, 185-7 
the measure, 78, 260 
cf. other processes, 84-6 
sex differences, 81 
and socio-economic status, 206-9 
and unemployment, 180 

paternal employment, 172-3 
implications of findings, 197 

paternal punishment 
age differences, 81-2, 111 
and child competence measures, 93-6 
and family size, 162-3, 166, 168--70 
and family type, 109-11, 117, 118, 

122, 124 
findings, 243 
and maternal employment, 185, 187, 

189 
the measure, 79, 260 
cf. other processes, 84-6 
sex differences, 81-2 
and socio-economic status, 206-8 

paternal support 
age differences, 81-3, 98, 110, 112-15 
and child competence measures, 93-6, 

222-4, 229, 233 
exceptional children, 238 
and family size, 162-3, 164 
and family type, 109-10, 112-16, 124 
and maternal employment, 178, 184-5 
the measure, 78, 260 
cf. other processes, 84-6 
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and paternal employment, 197 
and paternal unemployment, 180, 

183, 196 
sex differences, 81-3 
and socio-economic status, 206-7, 

209,218 
paternal unemployment 

and children, 179-3 
summary, 183 

implications of findings, 196 
incidence, 173 
previous research, 175-6 

paternity leave, 198 
permissiveness, see parental control 
physical punishment, see parental 

coercion 
poverty 

case studies, 215-16, 221 
and child competence, 239 
and employment, 183 
and family life, 201, 219, 245 
incidence, 173 
low-competence children, 236 
one-parent households, 104, 154 

practical life skills, see life skills 
primary school children, 1 

see also age differences 
descriptions of fathers, 29-30 
descriptions of mothers, 27-8 
family process and child competence, 

93-6 
sex differences, 231-2 

problems, child see child problems 
procedures, see interview studies; 

sampling procedures 
process, family, see family process 

resources 
product-moment correlations, 83-4, 90, 

121, 205, 257 
punishment, see maternal punishment; 

parental punishment; paternal 
punishment 

reading ability 
age differences, 91-2, 143, 148 
exceptional children, 234 
and family process, 90, 93 
family process and structure variables, 

222-4, 226-7, 230-3 
and family size, 169 
and family type, 142, 143, 144-5, 

147-8, 154 
and maternal employment, 189, 192-3 
the measure, 87, 260 

the model, 6 
sex differences, 91-2 
and socio-economic status, 204, 

211-13 
rejection, see parental support 
relationships, see marital relationships; 

parent-child relationships; sibling 
relationships 

remarriage, 103 
case study, 151-2 
economic and social effects, 108 
effects on children, 104, 126, 132-3, 

244 
resilience of children, 246 
resources 

biologically based, see biologically 
based resources 

family, see family resources 
family process, see family process 

resources 
family structure, see family structure 

resources 
the model, 5-7 
socially based, see socially based 

resources 
response rates, 251-2 
responsibilities, household, see 

household responsibilities 
restrictiveness, see parental control 

sample characteristics, 252-4 
sample weights, 254-5 
sampling, 251-6 

see also data quality; design effects; 
interview studies; response rates; 
sample characteristics; sample 
weights 

procedures, 249-51 
school achievement 

and family size, 159 
and family type, 128, 150, 154 
and parent-child relationships, 128 
and socio-economic status, 230-4 

self, competent, see com~tent self 
self-concept scale, see self-esteem 
self-control, 8 

age differences, 92, 147-8 
exceptional children, 234 
and family process, 90, 93-7, 99 
family process and structure variables, 

224-5, 228-9, 231-3 
and family size, 169 
and family type, 142, 144-5, 147, 148, 

154 
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and maternal employment, 189, 192-3 
the measure, 89, 260 
the model, 6 
sex differences, 92 
and socio-economic status, 210, 203, 

211-13 
self-esteem 

age differences, 91-2, 146 
coercive punishment, 243 
and employment, 175, 177,189-91, 

192-3, 197 
exceptional children, 234 
and family process, 90-1, 93-7, 99 
family process and structure variables, 

222-5,227,229-33,240 
and family size, 160, 169 
and family type, 60, 105, 128-9, 142, 

144-5, 146, 147-8, 154 
and fathers, 243 
and marital conflict, 60 
the measure, 88, 260 
the model, 6 
sex differences, 91-2, 146, 148, 

189-93, 197 
and socio-economic status, 203-4, 

211-12 
self-labelling, 12-13 
separated/divorced families 

see also remarriage 
case studies, 150-2, 221 
child problems, 152-3 
previous research on child 

competence, 126-33 
clinical studies, 130; comparison 

studies, 128-30; interview 
studies, 127-8; summary, 131-2 

previous research on family processes, 
104-7 
summary, 107 

stereotypes, 2, 125, 244 
separation/divorce 

see also separated/divorced families 
children's expectation of, 133, 137 
children's fears of, 65-6, 75-6 
children's reactions to, 103-4 

age differences, 130-1, 133, 137; 
children's feelings, 127, 136-9; 
children's feelings after time, 
112, 127, 132, 137-8, 139-42; 
parents' accounts, 133-{;, 138-9, 
141; sex differences, 105, 130-1, 
148; summary, 141-2 

economic and social consequences, 
104, 150-1, 201 

effects on families 
case studies, 150-2; measures, 

104-6; mothers' views, 116, 
120-1 

incidence, 103 
SES. see socio-economic status 
sex differences, 230-4 

by age, 231-4 
child autonomy, 81 
child competence, 90, 91-2 

family process and structure 
variables, 222-9, 230-4 

descriptions of fathers, 29-30 
descriptions of mothers, 27-8 
effects of separation/divorce, 105, 

130-1, 148 
family cohesion, 68, 70, 81, 122 
family processes, 80-3, 86 
family size 

and competence, 169; and family 
process, 162, 164-5, 168 

household responsibilities, 81-2 
implications of findings, 240 
independence, 92 
life skills, 92 
marital conflict, 59, 63, 81, 83, 86, 95, 

111, 140 
maternal employment, 179, 184, 

187-91 
parental control, 40, 42, 44-5, 81 
parental punishment, 81-2 
parental support, 31, 33-9, 80-3, 

111-12,200 
reading ability, 91-2 
self-control, 92 
self-esteem, 91-2, 146, 148, 189-93, 

197 
sibling relationships, 49-55, 56-8, 81 
social competence, 91-2 
socio-economic status, 207-13, 218 
unemployment, 175-6 

sibling age gap, see sibling spacing 
sibling relationships, 49-58 

see also siblings 
age differences, 49-55, 56-8, 81-3, 

96-8, 100, 111, 119 
case studies, 72-4 
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households 
sIze of families, see family size 
social class, 200 

see also middle class families; working 
class families 

social competence, 8 
age and sex differences, 91-2 
and discipline, 243 
exceptional children, 234 
and family process, 90-1,93-4, 96-7, 
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age differences, 207-13, 218, 230-4 
case studies, 213-18 
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implications of findings, 218--20 
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the model, 5-7 
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sex differences, 207-13, 218 
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tests; multiple regression; 
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see also remarriage; stepfathers 
benefits of, 107-8 
cf. biological parents, 26 
case study, 151-2 
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age differences, 148 

child problems, 148-9, 154 
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control, 116--17 
punishment, 118, 122, 125 
stereotypes, 125 
support from, 115-16 

step-parent households, see stepfamilies 
stereotypes, 2, 242-6 

see also generation gap, and the 
subheading: stereotypes under other 
headings. 

strictness, parental, see parental 
strictness 

structure, family, see family structure 
resources 

structures, family, see family types 
support, see maternal support; non

custodial fathers, support 
from; parental support; paternal 
support; stepfathers, support from 

theory, see issues, concepts and theory 
time, parental, see parental time and 

interest 

total sibsize, 161-5, 167, 171, 184,222-5 
see also household sibsize 

two-parent households, see intact two
parent households 

types of family, see family type 

unemployment 
see also maternal unemployment; 

paternal unemployment 
age and sex differences, 175-6 
incidence, 172-3, 179, 196 
and psychological well-being, 174-5, 

196 

variance and covariance analysis, 
109-10,258 

warmth, see parental support 
work, see employment 
working class families, 200-3 

zero-order correlations, see 
product-moment correlations 
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