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77. The interactions of parental work status, family

integration, and sex of child on parent-adolescent decision making were examined in a 4-wave study
of 504 adolescents and their mothers. 3 work status groups were compared. Deprived families
reported a layoff or demotion at Time 1 and no recovery by Time 4. Recovery families reported

similar work status losses at Time 1 and reemployment by Time 4. Nondeprived families reported
stable employment at both times. Adolescents in deprived households, especially boys, reperted the
highest conflict with parents. Adolescents in recovery families reported high conBict when parents
were unemployed, but levels declined when parents were reemploved, According to mothers,

daughters in deprived hauseholds enjoyed th

Unemployment rates and economic dis-
tress during the early 1980s reached levels
unknown since the Great Depression. Plant
closings, layoffs, contract concessions, and de-
motions are facts of life for many contempo-
rary parents, but we know little about their
implications for family life or children's de-
velopment. The nature of these implications
are suggested by a substantial body of work
from the Great Depression.

These studies showed that unemploy-
ment sharply increased the financial and role
strains of parents and undermined the school
achievement and health of children {Angell,
1836; Bakke, 1940; Cavan & Ranck, 1938: Ei-
der, 1974, Komarovsky, 1949}, The degree of
disruption and hardship that families experi-
enced was not uniform but depended in large
part on characteristics of the family unit and
its members. In particular, family integration,
or the unity and mutual support characteristic
of families, and family adaptation, or the flexi-
bility shown by members, were resources that
enabled families to puii together during hard
times (Angell, 1936; Bakke, 1940; Cavan &
Ranck, 1938; Komarovsky, 1940}, In addition,
the effects of the Depression on children de.
pended on individyal differences, such as the
child’s age and sex, and on the competing

tasks and opportunities of individual develop-
ment (Elder, 1974, Elder, Van Nguyen, &
Caspi, 1985),

This study examines the effects of par-
ents’ changing work status on family decision
making in a sample of contemporary parents
and their young adolescents. My thesis is that
a decline in parents’ work status places pres-
sures on the parent role and diminishes par-
enting capacities. Experimental work has
shown that mental Preoccupations cause par-
ents to become more peremptory and less re-
sponsive to their children (Zussman, 1980).
Financial hardship has similar effects on par-
enting capacities. In families that are coping
with a farm or a job loss, discipline of children
and adolescents tends to be arbitrary, incon-
sistent, and nonnurturant (Elder et al., 1985,
Harold-Goldsmith, Radin, & Eccles, 1988;
Komarovsky, 1940; Lempers, Clark-Lempers,
& Simon, 1989). In line with this work, a loss
of family work status was expected to strain
parent-adolescent authority relations.

Early Adolescence and the Transition in
Parent-Child Authority Relations

Early adolescence is a fransition time in
the parent-chiid authority relationship as chil-
dren assume more independence in decision
making (Grotevant % Cooper, 1986; Mon-
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temayor, 1983; Yee & Flanagan, 1983). Al-
though families generally experience little
stress during this period, one would expect
more tensions between parents and adoles-
cents over authority and independence issues
when parents are preoccupied with issues of
family welfare. Sheldon and Fox (1983), for
example, found that unemployed parents
were more autocratic than employed parents
and were less likely to consult their adoles-
cents about family issues. Thus, adolescents
are likely to experience less autonomy and
more conflict when parents lose their jobs or
are demoted.

Moderators of Stress

Psychological resources within the fam-
fly.—As noted earlier, studies from the Great
Depression showed that a family’s ability to
cope with financial hardship is not uniform
but depends on family system strengths. Con-
sistent with family stress theory (McCubbin
et al., 1980; McCubbin & Patterson, 1982; Ol-
son et al., 1983) and with research on eco-
nomic dislocation and family life {Angell,
1936), social integration should help to mod-
erate the impact of a stressor on family rela-
tions. Thus, Bnancial hardship should be
associated with greater strain on parent-
adolescent relations in poorly integrated
when compared to well-integrated families.

Sex differences.—The accentuation prin-
ciple, discussed by Elder and Caspi (1988),
refers to a process in which stress intensifies
the distinguishing characteristics of individ-
nals and relationships. For example, Cavan
and Ranck {1938) found that financial hard-
ship caused poorly integrated families to be-
come increasingly disorganized and well-
integrated families to draw even closer. Based
on this principle, we expected sex differences
in adolescents’ perceptions of authority rela-
tions to be intensified by the parents’ job loss
or demotion. Several studies have docu-
mented a sex difference in the early adoles-
cent’s perceptions of autonomy and conflict in
family decision making. Whereas girls report
more emotional autonomy and self-reliance
than boys (Steinberg & Silverberg, 1986),
boys tend to be more precceupied with estab-
lishing their independence from parental con-
trol {Douvan & Adelson, 1966). If, under nor-
mal conditions, boys express more conflict
with parents over rules, then, according to the
accentuation principle, there is good reason to
expect that financial hardship will exacerbate
this tension.

Conversely, since job loss places a strain
on the marital relationship (Atkinson, Liem,

& Liem, 1986; Liem & Liem, 1989; Perrucci,
Targ, Perrucci, & Targ, 1987), girls who re-
port more self-reliance under normal circum-
stances may be granted even greater indepen-
dence and may be encouraged to take on a
more mature role in the household. Several
studies have shown, for example, that stress
in the single-parent family may increase a
daughter’s domestic involvement and role as
confidante vis-a-vis her mother (Fox & Inazu,
1982; Weiss, 1976). In short, an interaction
between the adolescent’s sex and the family’s
work status on adolescent conflict and auton-
omy was expected. Among the deprived
families, boys should experience more con-
fiict with parents and girls more autonomy
than their peers in the other family work
status groups.

The Compensatory Effects of
Reemployment

The effects of economic change on chil-
dren have been studied by comparing fami-
lies who have lost 2 substantial percentage of
their income with those who have not (Elder
et al., 1985; Silbereisen, Walper, & Albrecht,
in press) or by comparing families who have
lost, gained, or had no family income changes
{Galambos & Silbereisen, 1987a). The present
investigation focuses on employment as a
transition rather than as a state of the family
economy.

Individuals experience different patterns
of layoffs, demotions, and rehirings during
times of economic flux (Bluestone & Hari-
son, 1982). If parental job loss negatively af-
fects family functioning, then returning to
work should compensate for this initial up-
heaval and return a measure of stability to
family life. A compensatory effect of reem-
ployment on marital relationships and indi-
vidual mental health has been demonstrated
in other longitudinal work (Atkinson et al.,
1886; Kessler, Tumer, & House, 1989; Liem
& Liem, 1989). This research has shown a de-
crease in men’s perceptions of familial sup-
port and an increase in psychological symp-
toms after a lavoff, patterns which reverse for
men who become reemployed but get worse
for those who remain unemployed.

In the present study, a similar compensa-
tory effect of reemployment was expected on
parent-adolescent relations. By studying pat-
terns of economic transitions in families over
a 2-year period, we identified three categories
of family work status: a job loss or demotion
with no recovery (the deprived group}, a loss
or demotion followed by reemployment {the
recovery group), and continuous employment



(the nondeprived group). The effects of a fam-
ily’s work status on parent-adolescent deci-
sion making were examined across this same
period. If parents’ job loss disrupts their abil-
ity to respond to the developmental dermands
of their adolescents, then the deprived and
recovery groups should report similar levels
of conflict and autonomy at the time when
both groups report a loss of work status. Dif.
ferences between these groups should appear
when the recovery group has regained their
former status,

In summary, the hypotheses examined in
this study are: (1) A parent’s Jjob loss or demo-
tion will engender higher Jevels of parent-
adolescent conflict and lower levels of adoles-
cent autonomy. (2) Family integration will be
associated with less parent-adolescent conflict
and more autonomy. In addition, family inte-
gration will moderate the negative effocts of
deprivation on decision making. Among the
deprived families, highly integrated ones will
have lower levels of parent-adolescent con-
flict and higher adolescent autonomy than
families with low integration scores. (3) Boys
will report more conflict and girls more auton-
omy in family decision making. These sex
differences will be intensified in deprived
families. In addition, boys in deprived fami.
lies should experience more conflict and girls
more autonomy than their same-sex peers in
other work status groups. (4) The recovery
group will show a decrease over time in the
level of parent-adolescent conflict and an in-
crease in adolescent autonomy. Time of mea-
surement was not expected to affect parent-
adolescent decision—making practices in the
deprived or nondeprived families since their
work status remains the sarme.

Method

Sample

A subset of cases was selected from a 2.
year, four wave panel study (the Transitions

arly Adolescence Project) investigating
the effects of normative environmental bansi-
tions (e.g., the move to junior high school) and
nonnormative changes (e.g., divorce) on early
adolescent adaptation. The study was con-
ducted in 12 working- and middle-class com-
munities where auto and auto-related manu-
facturing are the main industries. Layoffs and
plant shutdowns were common events in
these communities, as evidenced by official
unemployment statistics that ranged between
7.9% and 21%.

The study includes all families with re-
ports from mother and adolescent at all four
waves and no evidence of 3 member’s promo-
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Hon at Wave 1. Comparisons of families with
promoted workers with the deprived and non-
deprived families at Wave 1 revealed that the
promoted group had significantly higher in-
come and parental education than the other
two groups. In addition, there were more ex-
ecutives, managers, and professionals in the
promoted category. Since the Ppurpose of the
study was to assess the effects of job loss and
reemplovment on family processes, employed
workers and their families were included as
& comparison group. The promoted workers
and their families were not considered to be
an appropriate comparison group since they
had significantly more financial and educa-
Honal resources than the others.

Mean age of the adolescents at Wave 1
was 11-5. More than 97% of the families were
Caucasian, approximately 2% were African-
American, and 1% were other minorities, Av-
erage family size was 2.6 children. Parents, on
average, had 1 or more years of academic
or technical education beyond high school.
Twenty-two percent of the mothers worked
full time and another 29% worked part time,
Eighty-three percent were two-parent mar-
ried families, another 6% remarried, and 11%
were single-parent, mother-headed families.
Most fathers were employed in manual labor,
sales, and service and working mothers were
employed mainly in elerical, teaching, and
service oeccupations (U, §. Department of
Commerce, 1880). A description of the sam-
ple by categories of family work status is pro-
vided in Table I.

Of the 1,203 families that met the criteria
for this study at Wave 1, 504 (42%) were §-
nally inciuded. Using Wave 1 data, we com-
pared these sample families with those who
dropped out (see Table 2). Among families
who reported a status loss at Wave 1, there
were two marginally significant differences (p
= .06). Families who dropped out of the
study had lower income and higher conflict
scores, as reported by mothers, when com-
pared to families who remained. Among the
nondeprived families, the cases that dropped
out had significantly lower income and parent
education (p = .01) than those cases that re-
mained. There was also a higher proportion of
full-time working mothers, single-parent and
remarried families, and minority families in
both categories of family work status that
dropped out of the study. In short, the sample
families had more financial and educational
resources and, possibly, fewer constraints on
their time than the families who dropped out,
The implications of atirition for interpreting
results are delineated in the discussion.

Constance A, F lanagan
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come, which is confounded with work-related
changes, parents’ educational level exists
prior to such changes and therefore can be
interpreted as unidirectional in its effects
{Bronfenbrenner, 1986).

Dependent Variables

Adolescents’ perceptions of family deci-
sion making.—Adolescents’ perceptions of
family decision making were measured with
six items from a modified version of Epstein
and McPartland’s {1977) Family Decision-
Making Scale (FDM), reported to have an
internal consistency of .71 {Epstein & Mc-
Partland, 1977), and one original item. The
validity of this measure has been established
by its relation to children’s independence and
attitudes toward school {Epstein, 1983).

The response format of the original FDM
scale was modified from a two-point to a four-
point Likert scale in order to capture broader
variation in decision-making practices. In ad-
dition, one original item was added at Wave 2
to capture broader variation in the social-
ization of independent thinking. The items
target the adolescent’s relationship with both
parents rather than with only his or her
mother or father.

A principal components analysis of these
seven items yielded two factors with eigen-
values greater than 1, accounting for 50.8% of
the variance. These factors were rotated using
an oblique rotation because there was no rea-
son to assumne that the factors would be uncor-
related. The four items loading on the first
factor, Adolescents’ Perceptions of Farent-
Adolescent Conflict, are the childs’ reports
that they fight with their parents about rules,
that parents worry about what they are up to,
treat themn “like kids,” and fail to explain rea-
sons for rules. The three items loading on the
second factor, Adolescents” Perceptions of
Autonomy, are adolescents’ reports that they
often participate in family decisions, that par-
ents trust them, and that they encourage them
to think independently. Composites for these
two factors were created by taking the mean
of the item scores. Cronbach’s alpha was cal-
culated at two different waves as an index of
the internal consistency of each composite.
Values were .68 and .71 for the conflict mea-
sure and .62 and .62 for the autonomy mea-
sure. The validity of these revised FDM
measures has been established by their rela-

tion to the adolescent’s independence and in-
trinsic motivation at school and to his or her
self-consciousness and self-esteem (Flanagan,
1989; Yee & Flanagan, 1985).

Mothers’ perceptions of family decision
making.—The original FDM scale was devel-
oped for use with adolescents, Based on these
measures, parallel items (with some minor
changes in item wording) were constructed
for parents. These were used to measure the
mother’s perception of her decision-making
practices with the target adelescent. A prin-
cipal components analysis of these seven
parent items yielded two factors with eigen-
values greater than 1, accounting for 56.9% of
the variance. These factors were rotated using
an obligue rotation since there was no reason
to assume that the factors would be uncor-
related.

The factor solution for mothers differed
from that for adolescents. The item tapping a
lack of reasoning about rules did not load
above .30 on either of the factors and was
therefore dropped. The item measuring the
extent to which a mother trusts her adolescent
loaded negatively on the first factor and posi-
tively on the second factor. The decision to
include this item in the first factor was based
on its stronger loading on that factor. The
three items loading on the first factor,
Mothers' Perceptions of Parent-Adolescent
Conflict, are the mother’s report that she and
her adolescent often fight about rules, that she
warries about what her child is up to, and that
she feels she cannot trust her adolescent. The
three items in the second factor, Mothers’ Per-
ceptions of Adolescent Autonomy, are the
mother's reports that she encourages inde-
pendent thinking, treats her child in a mature
way, and that her adolescent frequently par-
ticipates in family decisions. Composites for
these two factors were created by taking the
mean of the item scores. The coefficient alpha
values were .54 and .63 for the conflict mea-
sure and .57 and .83 for the autonomy mea-
sure for mothers.! The validity of the parent
measures has been established based on the
correlation between mother’s and father’s re-
port of conflict with their adolescent and on
the relation between the parent’s report of
conflict and autonomy and their assessments
of the adolescent’s personality characteristics
(Flanagan, 1986).

! The correlation between Waves 3 and 4 (taken 6 meonths apart) was .57 for the conflict
measure and .53 for the autonomy measure for the adolescent sample and 62 and .51 for the
mothers’ reports of conflict and autonomy, respectively. Perceptions of family decision making were
not expected to remain stable over this 6-month period.



Similar factor names were retained for
mothers and adolescents for clarity of presen-
tation and because the different factor sohu-
tons reflect the mother’s or the adolescent’s
assessments of family practices from their
unigue position in the decision-making rela-
tionship. From the adolescent’s point of view,
fighting with parents about rules and feeling
that parents do not explain their rules are con-
sistent perceptions. In contrast, mothers who
fight with their adolescents about rules feel
that their rules are reasonable, but they tend
to mistrust their children.

Items comprising the conflict measure for
adolescents and mothers were measured at
each of the four waves. However, only two
items in the autonomy measure reported by
mothers and adolescents were measured at
Wave 1. Therefore, analysis of the second fac-
tor was limited to Waves 24,

Results

Four repeated-measures analyses of
covariance were conducted. The between-
subjects factors in each analysis were the fam-
ily's work status (deprived, nondeprived, or
recovery), family integration (high, low), and
sex of child. Parents’ average education was
used as the covariate, and time of measure-
ment (Waves 24 for the autonomy measures
and 1-4 for the conflict measures} was the
within-subjects factor.

In order to examine interactions, univari-
ate simple effects tests (ANCOVAs) were per-
formed. A significance level of .05 was used
in these analyses. The Results section is orga-
nized by dependent measure. For each de-
pendent measure, adolescents’ perceptons
are discussed first, followed by the mothers”.
The results of the repeated-measures tests are
followed by discussions of the simple effects
tests.

Parent Education

The analysis of variance indicated a sig-
nificant association between parents’ mean
education and the family’s work status,
F(2,502) = 888, p = .0002. On a scale of 1 to
8, the mean levels of parent education were
3.39 (SD = 1.50), 3.58 (SD = -96), and 3.94
(8D = 1.33}, respectively, for the deprived,
recovery, and nondeprived groups. Post hoc
comparisons using Scheffé contrasts indicated
that parents’ average education was signifi-
cantly higher among the nondeprived fami-
lies than either of the other groups.

Family Integration
A two-level categorization of families
based on a median split of the sample yielded
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246 families (48.8%) with high integration
scores and 258 (51.2%) with low scores. The
analysis of variance indicated no significant
association of family work status with level of
family integration, F (2,502) = 1.63, p = 9.

Parent-Adolescent Conflict

Adolescent perceptions.—As the results
in Table 3 show, there was a main effect of
sex of adolescent and an interaction of sex
with work status and with family integration
on adolescent's perceptions of conflict. In ad-
dition, as predicted, there was an interaction
of time of measurement with family work
status; the effect of this status on parent-
adolescent conflict depends on the time of
measurement {see Fig. 1),

Simple effects tests revealed that, while
there were no differences between groups at
Time 1 or 2, at Time 3 the difference between
the deprived (M = 2.19,SD = 68, Adi M =
2.17) and recovery (M = 1.88, SD = .58, Adj.
M = 1.86) groups was significant, F(1,498) =
10.71, p = .001. Adolescents in nondeprived
families reported more conflict M =2028D
= .60, Adj. M = 2.02) thag the recovery,
F(1,498) = 564, p = .02, and less than the
deprived group, F(1,498) = 3.28 p = 07, at
this time. There were no significant differ-
ences between family work status groups at
the fourth time of measurement. Conflict
among adolescents in deprived households
declined slightly between Time 3 and4(M =
2.03, SD = .66), while that of the recovery (M
= 182, 8D = .62) and nondeprived (M =
2.04, SD = .64) groups remained the same.

Constance A. Flanagan

Although the exact times when parents
were laid off or regained jobs cannot be deter-
mined, two things are clear. F irst, at Time I
both the deprived and recovery families re-
ported a loss of status, and there were no dif-
ferences in levels of conflict at that time. Sec-
ond, during the 2 years of the study, one
group of parents were reemployed, and their
adolescents’ reports of conflict declined sig-
nificantly during thase 2 years (i.e., thereisan |
effect of time for the group who returns to
work, F[3,312) = 4.65, p = -003), whereas no
significant declines were found among the
deprived or nondeprived groups (i.e., the ef-
fects of time within each of these groups were
not significant).

The repeated-measures test also showed,
as expected, a main effect of child sex and a
significant interaction of family work status
with child sex on adolescents’ perceptions of
conflict. As the results of the simple effects
test in Table 4 indicate, a loss of family work
status affected adolescent boys’ perceptions of




TABLE 3

F STATISTICS FOR THE EFFECTS OF FAMILY INTEGRATION, FAMILY WORK STATUS,
CHILD SEX, AND TIME OF MEASUREMENT ON ADOLESCENTS’ AND
MoTHERS' PERCEPTIONS OF CONFLICT

PERCEPTIONS OF
PARENT-ADOLESCENT CONFLICT

Adolescents’ Mothers'
df  Perceptions Perceptions

Between-subjects effects:

Family integration .........o0ieerinanns 1 3.69 12,92+
Family work status .............c.o0vntn 2 1.76 3.34*
Childsex ... iiiiiirniaaniiorineanes 1 T7.93* T.11%*
Family integration x work status ....... 2 83 2.67
Family integration x childsex.......... 1 3.78* 33
Family work status x child sex ......... 2 4.53* 260
Integration x work status X childsex... 2 .80 33
Covariate: mean parent education ....... 1 2.65 01
Within-subjects effects:

Time of measurement ..........c.ccaesn 3 3.96%* 3.37*
Time x family integration .............. 3 1.46 2.69*
Time x family work status ............. 6 2,88+ 1.06
Time x childsex ..........ocoiieiiiins 3 2.29 24
Time x integration x work status ...... 6 1.74 1.34
Time x integration X child sex ......... 3 34 50
Time X family work status x childsex.. € 75 46
Time * integration X work status x sex & 1.17 75

NOTE.—One, two, or three asterisks indicate that the effect is significant at or below .05, .01,
or 001, respectively.

—a—  Deprived Families
2.57 -—eo— Non-Deprived Families
2.4 - —#—  Recovery Families

2.3+
2.2+
2.1
2.0
1.9
1.8+
1.7
1.6 -

1.5 T T T T
Time 1 Time 2 Time 3 Time 4
Fic. 1.—Effects of family work status on adolescents’ reports of conflict with parents (adjusted means}

Adolescent Conflict

Parent
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TABLE 4
MEAN CoNFLICT LEVEL OF BOYS AND GIRLS IN THREE FAMILY WORK STATUS
GRours

FaMILY WORK STATUS GROUP

Deprived Nondeprived Recovery

Girls:

M ... 1.96 2.04 1.87

SD ......... 48 .56 44

[ S 28 161 55
Boys:

M ... 2.24, 2.01, 207,

SD ......... .53 45 56

| S 37 169 53

NoTE.—Means with different subscri

pts differ significantly at p < .05. No adjusted

means differed from the means by more than .02,

parent-adolescent conflict, F(1,496) = 5.05, p
= .03, but had no effect on girls’ reports. Boys
in deprived households reported a signifi-
cantly higher average level of conflict than
boys in nondeprived families (p = .01) and
marginally {p = .08} higher than boys in re-
covery families. The marginal difference be-
tween the deprived and recovery groups is,
no doubt, due to the fact that the recovery
group had high levels of conflict at Time 1
and 2. A comparison of sex differences within
family work status groups is also noteworthy.
Boys in deprived families reported more con-
flict than girls in deprived families, F(1,496)
= 5.34, p = .02, and boys in the recovery
group reported more conflict than girls in that
group, F(1,496) = 4.89, p = .03. There were
no sex differences in the nondeprived group.

There was also an interachon effect of
sex and family integration on the adoles-
cents’ perceptions of conflict. Follow-up tests
showed that there was an association between
the level of family integration and boys’ per-
ceptions of conflict but no such association for
girls” perceptions of conflict. Boys in the low-
integration group reported more conflict (M
= 2.17, SD = .48) than boys in the high-
integration group (M = 1.93, SD = 48},
F(1497) = 13.78, p < .0001. However, there
was no interaction of family integration with
family work status. Thus, the moderator hy-
pothesis was not confirmed in the adolescent
reports of conflict.

Mothers’ perceptions.—The results of
the repeated-measures analysis for mothers’
perceptions of parent-adolescent conflict are
also shown in Table 3. There were main ef-
fects of family work status, family integration,
and sex of adolescent, as well as an interac-

tion of family integration and time of mea-
surement on mothers” perceptons.

The simple effects tests indicated that
mothers in the recovery group reported sig-
nificantly lower mean levels of conflict (M =
1.94, SD = .36, Adj. M = 1.93) than either
the deprived (M = 2.03, SD = .30, Adi. M =
2.04) or the nondeprived groups (M = 201,
SD = .35, Adj. M = 2.01). The time x family
work status interaction was not significant for
the mothers’ reports. In contrast to the results
for adolescents, mothers in recovery families
did not report a decline in conflict with their
adolescents over time.

A significant inverse relation between
family integration and maternal reports of
conflict was obtained. The strength of this as-
sociation, however, differed across work sta-
tus groups. Family integration was associated
with less conflict among nondeprived (high
integration M = 1.93, SD = 29 Adj. M =
1.93 vs. low integration M = 2.10, SD = .38,
Adj. M = 2.10), F(1,496) = 20.88, p < .0001,
and among recovery families (high integration
M = 180, 8D = .32, Adj. M = 1.80 vs. low
integration M = 204, SD = 35, Adj. M =
2.04), F(1,496) = 13.29, p < .0001. However,
there was no association between family inte-
gration and mothers’ reports of conflict among
the deprived families. As in the results for
adolescents, the moderator hypothesis was
not supported.

Mothers reported a higher level of con-
flict with sons (M = 2.03,8D = 35, Adi. M =
2.03) than with daughters (M = 197, SD =
33, Adi. M = 1.97). The interaction of sex
and work status, however, was only mar-
ginally significant (p = .07). In contrast to the



S L

172 Child Development

TABLE 5

F STATISTICS FOR THE EFFECTS OF FAMILY INTEGRATION, FaMiLy WORK STATUS, CHILD SEX, AND
TimE oF MEASUREMENT ON ADOLESCENTS' AND MOTHERS” PERCEPTIONS OF ADCLESCENT AUTONOMY

PERCEPTIONS OF

R e e

Between-subjects effects:

Family integration ...
Family work statss .......ooiiiiiii s

Child SEX v v vvvviriae e ieiaan e

Family integration x family wark status
Family integration x child sex

Family work status x child sex ................

Integration X work status X child sex

Covariate: mean parent education ..............

Within-subjects effects:

Time of measurement ... ... il

Time x family integration
Time X

Time X

Time ¥ integration x family work status
Time x integration x child sex

Time X family work status x child sex
Time X

family work status ....... ... ool
childsex ... iviaiinienaranaas

integration x work status X sex .......

ADOLESCENT AUTONOMY
Adolescents’ Mothers’

df Perceptions Perceptions 3
1 2.87 35.52%%

2 2.86 3.26%

1 10.41%* 12.75%**

2 B8 1.10

1 00 03

2 .59 4.63%*

2 14 .18

1 13 20

2 1.3¢ 1.12

2 50 44

4 30 63

2 2.53 3.02*

4 A7 212

2 .34 3.76*

4 49 73

4 T2 1.39

NOTE.—One, two, or three asterisks indicate that the effect is significant at or beyond .05, .01, or .001, respectively.

adolescents’ reports, the family’s work status
did not have a differential effect on mothers’
perceptions of conflict with sons and daugh-

ters.

Autonomy

Adolescents’ perceptions.—The results
of the repeated-measures analysis for adoles-
cents’ perception of autonomy are shown in
Table 5. There was a main effect of adoles-
cent’s sex on perceptions of autonomy, but
no other between- or within-subjects effects
reached significance.

Simple effects tests revealed, as ex-
pected, that girls (M = 2.74, 5D = .50, Adi. M
=~ 974) were more likely than boys (M =
256, SD = .50, Adj. M = 2.56) to report that
their parents encouraged their opinions and

icipation in family decision making. The
hypothesis that a loss of family work status
would diminish the adolescent’s autonomy in
family decision making received marginal
support (p = .06). Simple effects tests indi-
cated that adolescents in recovery families re-
ported more autonomy (M = 2.42, SD = .50,
Adj. M = 2.42) than those in deprived (M =
234 SD = .52, Adj. M = 2.24) or in nonde-
prived families (M = 2.30, SD = 49, Adj. M
= 2.30). Contrary to prediction, neither the
two-way interaction between child sex and
work statas nor the three-way interaction be-

tween child sex, work status, and time were
significant.

Mothers’ perceptions.—The results of
the repeated-measures test for mothers’ re-
ports of adolescent autonomy are also shown
in Table 5. Main effects of family integration
and sex of child and an interaction of family
work status and child sex were obtained.

There was a significant positive asso-
ciation between family integration and the
amount of autonomy that mothers granted
their adolescents (high integration M = 3.03,
SD = .35, Adj. M = 3.03 vs. low integration
M = 279, SD = 34, Adj. M = 2.79). In addi-
tion, both the main effect of sex and the sex x
family work status interaction effect were sig-
nificant. Parallel to the finding for adoles-
cents, mothers of daughters reported that
their adolescent enjoyed more autonomy (M
= 295 8D = .37, Adj. M = 2.95) than did
mothers of sons (M = 286, SD = 36, Adj. M -
= 2.87). In contrast to the adolescents’ re- |
ports, the predicted interaction of child sex g
with work status was supported. The resuits .
of the simple effects test are presented in
Table 6. Family work status affected the
amount of autonomy that mothers granted .
their daughters but had no effect on sons’ au-
tonomy. Specifically, daughters in deprived
households were granted more autonemy i
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TABLE 6

MEAN Lever OF MOTHERS' PERCEPTIONS OF ADOLESCENT AvToNoMmy By
CHILD SEX sxD FaAMILY Wonk StaTUS

FaMmiLy Wogk S$TATUS GROUP

Deprived Nondeprived Recovery
Daughters:
A

.......... 3.13, 2.91, 2.96,
1 5 B .34 .35 40
"o 29 151 . 55
Sons
M 282 2.86 2.93
SD ......... .32 .36 37
oL, 37 169 33

NOTE.—Means with different subscripts differ significant]y at P < .05. No adjusted
means differed from the means by mare than .02,

than daughters in the other two family work ence may be due o the fact that the adoles-
- status groups, F(1,496) = 7.16, p < 01 In cents were commenting on their relationship
addition, there was 3 significant sex differ- with both parents, while the mothers com-
ence within the deprived group, but no sex mented only on their own relationships with

lowed their sons, F(1,496) = 14.78, p < .0001. indicate a compensation in father-child rela-
There was no effect of time of measurement tions. This interpretation s consistent with

for any family work status group. other studies demonstrating that the unem-
ployed man’s reaction to Jjob loss mediates the
Discussion effects of unemployment on his spouse (At-

The resuits add to » growing literature '’ e '
demonstrating the influence of economic ?ggg’} 1987) and on his children (Elder et .ai"

change on the quality of parent-child rela-
tionships (Flanagan, in press; Galambos & mqthers parenting of her early adolescent
Silbereisen, 1987a, 1987h, Lempers et al,
1989; McLoyd, in press; Radin & Harpld. Sy g
Goldsmith, 1989; Silbereisen et al, in press). ;empo rary mot?:er s ability to accommodate to
When families are coping with a job loss or
demotion, adolescents report higher levels of

Reemployment after a temporary setback, What are we to make of the fuct that there
is a significant difference between the de-

families gradually adjust to their deprived
status. For exarnple, parent-adolescent cop.-
flict over rules and decisions may decline be-
individual’s mental heaith and ‘marita] rels. caubszcaparenatfi ?dOP ta ;lazssez-fa.nre aott;?;fg
tonship (Atkinson et al,, 1986; Kessler etal, 9t d use o:ls:ents lave accommodaty y
989; Liem & Liem, 1989) to its effect on the e ecision-making style to 'gnore parents

ent-adolescent relationship, rules. A_s they .mam’ these ad_o lescents
par D may avoid conflict with parents simply by

Moathers’ berceptions of conflict were not avoiding their parents. Such an interpretation
as sensitive to changing patterns of family em- s consistent with Komarovsky's (1940) re-
ployment as their adolescents’. This differ- sults, indicating that independence for these

g‘
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adolescents is often gained at the expense of
their unemployed parents’ authority.

Integration is a family strength that ap-
pears to attenuate parent-adolescent conflict.
However, according to mothers, family inte-
gration is not associated with less conflict in
deprived households. Since there was no re-
lation between a family's work status and
their level of integration, it is not the case that
the deprived group lacks such family re-
sources. Nonetheless, these systemic re-
sources do not appear to moderate the daily
sirains between parents and adolescents
among families who are dealing with an ex-
tended period of deprivation.

Boys’ perceptions of conflict were more
sensitive than girls’ to the level of family inte-
gration and to change in the family’s work
status. Low integration or a loss of work status
were associated with higher levels of conflict
for boys, but not for girls. Taken together,
these results suggest that conflict with parents
intensifies for adolescent boys when parents
are “unavailable” due to a lack of family
strengths or to parents’ preoccupaton with
changing employment conditions. Again,
since mothers in deprived families did not re-
port more conflict with sons, the boys” reports
may reflect increased conflict with fathers.
When the father’s work status is unstable,
boys may lose respect for their fathers and
feel more free to challenge paternal authority.
As Elder et al. {1985) found, Depression hard-
ship increased adolescent boys’ negative per-
ceptions of their fathers as well as their mood-
iness and anger.

The strain of a family's economic hard-
ship has an opposite effect on decision-
making practices with daughters. Mothers in
deprived households reported that they
granted their daughters more autonomy than
they granted their sons. This suggests that
one accommodation of family life to the pres-
sures of financial hardship may be that
mothers depend more on their daughters and
that girls are pressed into an earlier maturity.
That sons are not recruited into a greater deci-
sion-making role under these circumstances
may be due to differences in the closeness of
the mother-adolescent relationship or to the
mothers’ perceptions of her adolescent’s ma-
turity. Girls enter puberty an average of 2
years earlier than boys, and parent may treat
children who lock more mature in a more
adult-like manner. If households become
more labor intensive as a result of unemploy-
ment, or if mothers” psychological burden in-
creases as families accommodate to job loss,

then they may share the weight of these role
burdens with their adolescent daughters. The
sex differences found in these data are consis-
tent with research from the Great Depression
that also showed economic deprivation to be
associated with an increase in boys' objec-
tions to parental authority but with an in-
crease in girls’ acceptance of parental judg-
ment (Elder 1974). In sum, these results
suggest that the effects of economic change
on the parent-adolescent relationship depend
on the child’s sex and on the salience of
specific issues for adolescent girls and boys.

Several weaknesses of this study should
be noted. The measurement of deprivation
and recovery could have been improved with
more detail about which family member{s) ac-
tually experienced a dislocation at their work-
place. A more accurate measure of family dy-
namics could have been obtained by asking
adolescents to respond to the items separately
for mothers and fathers, providing a direct test
of the effects of the family’s work status on
each parent’s relationship with their off-
spring. In addition, including data from
fathers would have provided a third perspec-
tive on parent-adolescent relationships.

The relatively low alphas for the conflict
and autonomy measures, particularly for
mothers, were also a problem. Since Cron-
bach’s alpha is sensitive to the number of
items in a scale, additional items tapping
conflict, frust, and independence issues may
have improved these measures. With ad-
ditional items, one could also determine
whether the lower internal consistency ob-
tained for mothers’ perceptions reflects the
fact that we are tapping a broader construct
among mothers compared to adolescents,
Given the bias in measurement error, there is
bound to be some bias in the results. How-
ever, since significant results were obtained
despite the low internal consistency of the
measures, it is likely to mean that the results
are conservative.

Sample attrition was a problem. Since
cases were included only if both mothers and
adolescents participated in all four waves of
data collection (over 2 school years), the
families that remained in the study may rep-
resent a better organized and more resilient
group than those who never participated or
who dropped out. The comparison of families
that dropped out with those that remained in
the study suggests that this may, in fact, be
the case. Besides their lower income and
lower parent education scores, the attrition
cases had slightly larger families, more sub-
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jective financial concern, and higher parent-
adolescent conflict scores. There were more
minority families, full-time working mothers,
single-parent, and remarried families among
the group that dropped out. Taken together,
these differences suggest that families who
remained in the study may have had more
resources and fewer strains compared to the
group that dropped out. Finally, as noted ear-
lier, there was no relation between family
work status and family integration in families
that remained. Since unemployment de-
creases family cohesion and support {Atkin-
son et al., 1986), the deprived families may
have had more psychological resources than
families in the general population who are
struggling with economic dislocations. How-
ever, if the sample underrepresents the popu-
lation that is affected by economic changes,
the fact that there are statistically meaningful
results is all the more striking,

Several strengths of the study should be
mentioned. First, the longitudinal design is
an advantage over cross-sectional studies in
supporting the argument that 3 family’s eco-
nomic condition is not simply correlated with
but has an effect on family relations. In addi-
tion, the compensatory effect of reemploy-
ment on family relations can only be un-
covered with longitudinal data. Second, by
adding measures of work status to a study of
normative change in early adolescence, we
were able to test the accentuation principle
and found that a change in work status
intensifies the sex differences in decision
making that are normally found among ado-
lescents and their parents. Finally, the fact
that the data are derived from two sources
shows that perceptions of family processes
and the effects of economic change on these
processes can vary according to the source of
information. In the case of parent-adolescent
decision making, perceptions appear to vary
according to the role in the relationship
played by the informant.
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