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ABSTRACT
THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN UNDERGRADUATES' PROJECTIVE CHILD

CAREGIVING BEHAVIORS AND THE DEGREE OF COHESION AND
ADAPTABILITY IN THEIR PERCEIVED FAMILY STRUCTURE

By

Virginia Carol Wright

Positive communication skills are characteristic of
sensitive child caregiving and are hypothesized to facilitate
balanced levels of cohesion and adaptability in healthy
family systems. The present study, using 154 undergraduate
students, assessed the relationship between perceived degree
of cohesion and adaptability in one's family-of-origin and
one's child caregiving attitudes in hypothetical problem
situations, as measured by the FACES-III and the Sensitivity
to Children Questionnaire, respectively.

A factor analysis of 19 categories of caregiving
responding yielded four modes of caregiving: emphasis on the
adult's perspective, consequence-specific discipline,
recognition of child input, and ordering/directing. Results
indicated that use of these four modes of caregiving
responding did not vary according to subjects' perception of
family-of-origin organization. Mode of caregiving responding
did vary according to gender: females scored higher than
males on emphasis on adult's perspective and recognition of

child input; males scored higher on ordering/directing.
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Chapter 1

Statement of the Problem

Despite the many conceptual bases for postulating a
relationship between one's caregiving attitudes and actions
and one's perception of the family-of-origin organization
(e.g., the degree of cohesion and adaptability), the
psychological literature lacks empirical evidence for such a
relationship. Patricia Minuchin (1985) has noted:

it would be useful to tap what children

perceive of their parents' interaction

and to interview adults not only about

their recall of childhood experiences,

but about perceptions of their parents'

interaction during childhood and their

own interactions as mates and parents

(p. 298).
It was the purpose of this research to provide information
with regard to this issue by studying the relationship
between an undergraduate's perception of his/her family
experience and his/her child caregiving behaviors assessed
via a questionnaire consisting of hypothetical parent-child
problem situations.

The specific goal was to empirically test the

relationship between perception of family cohesion and
adaptability in a large sample of undergraduates and their

behavior toward children in hypothetical situations. The

following general hypothesis was tested:



Young adults who perceive their families

as balanced in terms of cohesion and

adaptability will exhibit more behaviors

indicative of sensitivity toward

children (via more positive

communication) than will young adults

who perceive their families as extreme.
More specifically, it was hypothesized that a)individuals who
perceive their families as achieving balanced levels of
cohesion and adaptability have learned more positive
communication skills through their interactions with other
family members than have individuals who perceive their
families as more extreme and b)these communication skills
will be evidenced in sensitive responding in hypothetical
problem caregiving situations.

In the present research, "balanced” and "extreme"”
families were operationally defined according to Olson's
Circumplex Model of Marital and Family Systems (1985). The
circumplex model integrates two primary dimensions:
cohesion, or "the emotional bonding that family members have
toward one another,” and adaptability, "the ability of a
marital or family system to change its power structure, role
relationships, and relationship rules in response to
situational and developmental stress” (Olson, Portner, and
Lavee, 1985, p. 4). Extreme families are those which fall
on the extreme ends of the cohesion and adaptability
continuua. Balanced families are those which fall in the

middle of both dimensions. A third group, mid-range

families, are those which are on an extreme end of one



dimension, but are balanced on the other. The model assumes
a curvilinear relationship betweeen family structure and
adaptive functioning: families extreme on either end of the
dimensions are more likely to have difficulty coping with
situational and developmental stress and thus are more likely
to be poorly functioning families than are balanced or mid-
range families. (See Appendix A for a diagram of Olson's
family typologies.)

For the purpose of this research, parenting sensitivity
toward children will be operationally defined as proposed by
Stollak, Scholom, Kallman, and Saturansky (1973) and Stollak
(1988). Stollak and his colleagues concluded that the |
literature suggests four responses which indicate sensitivity
in caregiving: one which indicates an awareness and
acceptance of the child's experiences including their
thoughts, needs, wishes and feelings; one which facilitates
the child's understanding of the relationship between his or
her feelings and his or her actions; one which describes the
impact of the child's feelings and actions on the adult's
feelings and actions; and one which provides opportunity and
directions for the child to find appropriate outlets for his
or her feelings, needs and wishes (Stollak et al., 1973).

Also incorporated into the operational definition of
sensitivity (versus insensitivity) toward children as
proposed by Stollak et al. (1973) and as used in the present

research are the categories of insensitive adult behaviors



originally proposed by Gordonm (1970). These insensitive
adult responses are characterized, in general, by a lack of
awareness and lack of communication of the adult's acceptance

of the validity of children's feelings and experiences.




Chapter 2

Review of the Literature

The Role of Communication in the Family

While it is presently but one of several focuses of
family systems theory, the study of communication patterns
within the family was actually the emphasis of researchers
often credited with the seminal work in family systems
theory. Although originally intended to specifically provide
a developmental theory of schizophrenia, the work of Bateson
and colleagues (1956) marked perhaps the earliest implication
that disturbed behavior is actually disturbed communicative
behavior which is maintained and structured by interaction
with others, and more specifically with family members.
Earlier psychological monographs pertaining to human
communication were primarily provided by cognitive theorists
interested in the development of communication skills in
children, and it was not until the emergence of family
systems theory that researchers began to study the
communication patterns among family members and the
subsequent functioning of the family system.

Watzlawick and colleagues (1967) expanded on the earlier
work of Bateson and more clearly pronounced the family
systems approach by noting that the observation of human
behavior should not be an "inferential study of the mind [but

rather] the study of the observable manifestations of



relationships™ (p. 12). Watzlawick et al. further note that
the vehicle of such manifestations is communication.
Contemporary family systems theory continues its emphasis on
family communication as "what passes between the members, the
exchange of material, energy, and information, taking place
in the system™ (Constantine, 1986). The significance of
communication patterns exhibited by the family is clear when
one considers the integral role played by communication in
the defining of various concepts held by family systems
theory. The conception of the healthy family as an "open

system,” for example, acknowledges that families "maintain
constancy through a continuous exchange and flow of
information; [that] the identity and functioning of an open
system depends on communication within the system and between
the system and the external environment” (Jacob, 1987, p.ll).
Thus, the family's inherent attempts to maintain homeostasis
(Jackson, 1957) depends upon the capacity of family members
to communicate functionally. As Steinglass (1984) notes,
such communication reduces uncertainty and thus permits the
establishment of patterned interrelationships.

In a healthy family system, the need for homeostasis is
coupled with a need for change and growth. This need for
morphogenesis (Speer, 1970) is also dependent upon functional
communication patterns. As individual family members grow

and develop amidst one another, their behaviors are

interpreted and evaluated and their activities are



coordinated through communication (Yerby and Burkel-Rothfuss,
1982). When family members are able to communicate clearly
with one another, the family is more able to grow and to
adapt within its environment (Jacob, 1987). Thus,
communication acts as an important vehicle for both stability
and change and, as such, for achieving a healthy balance on
the morphogenesis-morphostasis continuum.

Finally, communication (both verbal and nonverbal)
defines the nature of the relationships between family
members and thus establishes the boundaries within the family
system and subsystems. Communication in this sense refers to
the messages which characterize all behavior, for all
behavior 18 considered to be communicative (Watzlawick et
al., 1967). Within the system, patterns of interpreting and
responding to such messages emerge over time and it is the
pattern of giving and receiving messages which gives meaning
or definition to the relationship (Galvin and Brommel, 1986).
Consequently, communication helps to define the type of

boundaries maintained by systems and subsytems.

Communication Patterns in Healthy and Unhealthy Family
Systems

Because family systems theory takes an ahistoric

approach, focusing on the "here and now"” of family
functioning, emphasis 1is placed on the description of
communication strategies currently being implemented by the

family. Thus, a great deal of attention has been focused



upon the description of different patterns of communication
evidenced in healthy and unhealthy families. Yerby and
Buerkel-Rothfuss (1982) define communication patterns as
being: both verbal and nonverbal, specific to the
relationship, recurring and predictable, reciprocal and
interactive, relationship defining, emergent, and able to be
changed by forces within the system or able to influence
changes in that systen.

Noting these and/or other defining characteristics of a
family system's pattern of communication, researchers have
attempted to describe families according to the specific
patterns evidenced in their interactions. Fitzpatrick
(1977), for example, used communication patterns as
behavioral data in her work regarding
autonomy/interdependence and power in couple relationships.
She and her colleagues found that utilizing a variety of
modes of communication was characteristic of enduring
relationships.

Similarly, families are often described in terms of
their communication networks, or prescribed channels of
information exchange. Galvin and Brommel (1986) note that
families who have high adaptability and flexible rules are
likely to have a wide variety of communication networks. On
the other hand, families who have low adaptability and
exhibit rigid rules are more likely to use the same networks

of communication for various problems and situations.



Kantor and Lehr (1976) describe family systems in terms
of psychopolitics, the strategies used by family members to
achieve personal goals through interpersonal processes.

These researchers consider communication to be both verbal and
behavioral means of influencing “"distance regulation”, or the
separateness or connectedness of the family. Thus,
communication serves to define one's role in the family as
well as the relationships between members. Kantor and Lehr
distinguished four types of positions or roles which family
members could assume: movers, those who originate a
collective action; followers, who continue the established
action; opposers, who block or alter the action; and
bystanders, who remain neutral with respect to the
established action. According to Kantor and Lehr, family
systems are most functional when different family members
assume different roles with regard to a particular action but
are flexible in which roles they assume across situations.

Whereas Kantor and Lehr recognize the importance of each
communicative role assumed by family members, Satir (1972)
described four very similar constructs which she defined as
"defended communication” resulting from a threat to an
individual's self-esteem. The four variations of defended
communication according to Satir are: blaming, placating,
distracting, and computing (rationalization). Constantine
(1986) notes that these types of defended communication are

most descriptive of dysfunctional family systems and are
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defensive styles of the psychopolitical positions postulated
by Kantor and Lehr. More specifically: blaming is a
defensive form of moving; placating, in which one 1is
accomodating and self-effacing, is an extreme form of
following; distracting, while indirect, is a form of
opposing; and computing, by maintaining distance through
intellectualization, is a defended form of bystanding.

Kantor and Lehr's concept of psychopolitics and Satir's
concept of defended communication have both been validated in
numerous studies (e.g. Koch and Hattem, 1983; and Bryson,
1978, respectively, as cited in Constantine, 1986). The
constructs are clearly similar. What Satir provides,
however, is a clearer understanding that the roles assumed by
family members are, in fact, methods of communication because
they define the nature of the relationships between family
members and consequently determine the separateness or

connectedness of the family.

Communication and the Circumplex Model of Marital and Family
Systems

David Olson agrees that communication facilitates

family connectedness, or cohesion, and also contends that it
facilitates family adaptability. Olson and his colleagues,
in an attempt to integrate the many concepts of family
functioning, have provided what is called the Circumplex
Model of Marital and Family Systems. Through their

conceptual clustering of over 50 concepts of family dynamics,



11

Olson and colleagues found that three basic concepts emerge:
family cohesion, family adaptability, and family
communication. Positive communication skills serve to help
a family maintain healthy levels of cohesion and

adaptability. As Olson, Portner & Lavee (1985) note:

Positive communication skills (i.e.
empathy, reflective listening,
supportive comments) enable couples and
families to share with each other their
changing needs and preferences as they
relate to cohesion and adaptability.
Negative communication skills (i.e.
double messages, double binds,
criticism) minimize the ability of a
couple or family members to share their
feelings, and thereby, restrict their
movement on these dimensions. (p.49)

Olson's Circumplex Model of family functioning has been the
subject of many validation studies, (e.g. Garbarino, Sebes &
Schellenbach, 1985) and is currently widely accepted among
family researchers and practitioners. However, the majority
of validation studies have focused exclusively upon the
dimensions of cohesion and adaptability and have ignored the
dimension of communication as a facilitating dimension. As
Olson et al. (1983) note, research on family communication is
challenging due to the many varying aspects of communication
on wWhich researchers may focus and to the difficulty of
obtaining observational data concerning communication

patterns.
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The validation studies of the Circumplex Model which
have addressed the dimension of communication have provided
support for a relationship between family cohesion and
adaptability and communication skills, although the findings
have not yet provided a clear picture.' Rodick, Henggeler, &
Hanson (1986) provided one of the more supportive studies in
their research on mother-son dyads. The authors compared
dyads in which the son was a juvenile offender with dyads in
which there was no history of adjudication or psychiatric
referral. 1In addition to finding support for the hypothesis
that balanced levels of cohesion and adaptability (as
measured by the Family Adaptability and Cohesion Evaluation
Scales, I.) would be evidenced more frequently in healthy
families, Rodick et al. also found that the balanced families
also exhibited better communication skills. Specifically, in
balanced families the mothers displayed more supportive and
explicit communication in an observation measure of dyadic
interaction.

Data were not reported for communication patterns of the
sons, but other studies have indicated that the hypothesis of
positive communication in balanced families is not supported
for adolescent family members. For example, reports from a
national survey of 426 "normal” two-parent families with
adolescents (Olson et al., 1983; Barnes and Olson, 1985)
indicated that parents of balanced families perceived better

family communication than parents of extreme families, but
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that this finding did not hold with the adolescent family
members.

Anderson (1986) also found generally supportive but
somewhat inconsistent evidence for the hypothesized
relationship between degree of family cohesion and
adaptability and communication skills as measured by
expressiveness. In particular, Anderson found that there was
the expected association between expressiveness and balanced
degrees of cohesion and adaptability for wives, but that
husbands evidenced lower levels of expressiveness associated
with balanced families.

What becomes clear from the available validation studies
concerning family communication and Olson's Circumplex Model
is that measured levels of perceived communication skill rely
upon both the family members studied and the variables with
which communication skill is defined. Still needed in future
validation studies is an attempt to more clearly examine the
various aspects of family communication which are most
clearly associated with cohesion and adaptability. However,
it 18 clear that there does exist a relationship between some
family members' perception of family functioning, as defined
by cohesion and adaptability, and communication skills.

In summary, while family systems theorists provide
gsimilar yet differing views of healthy versus unhealthy
families, most view communication skills as integral to the

functioning of the family. Olson notes that healthy families
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are those which experience balanced levels of cohesion and
adaptability which are made possible through optimal
communication. Satir (1975) notes that healthy family
functioning is possible only when family members demonstrate
direct and clear communication which facilitates flexible
rules and an open link to society. Stachowiak (1975)
identified four factors associated with family effectiveness,
of which two pertained to communication skill: the
expression of conflict and the clarity of communication.
Barnhill (1979) describes functional families as those who
can accept and deal with change yet maintain consistencies
and that this requires clear and undistorted communication
between family members. Studies from the Timberlawn
Psychiatric Research Foundation (Lewis, Beavers, Gossett &
Phillips, 1976) describe "optimal” families as displaying
open, clear, and frank communication. Clearly, family
systems theory has continued to recognize that family
functioning is at least partly dependent upon the ability of

family members to communicate with one another.

The effects of child caregiving practices on the psychosocial
development of children

Over the past decades, there has been a proliferation of
research regarding the relationship between child caregiving
behavior or style and various aspects of child psychosocial

development. Investigators, for example, have provided
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evidence for a relationship between caregiver actions and
attitudes and children's aggressiveness (Baldwin, 1948;
Sears, Maccoby & Levin, 1957), self-esteem (Coopersmith,
1967), sex-role development (Jackson, Ialongo & Stollak,
1986), creativity (Harrington, Block & Block, 1987),
competence (Matas et al., 1978), self-regulation (Maccoby &
Martin, 1983), and ability to form emotional relationships
(Bowlby, 1951).

Perhaps one of the most important contributors to the
psychological literature concerning the relationship between
child caregiving style and the psychosocial competence of the
child 1is Diana Baumrind. Baumrind (1967, 1968, 1971)
extensively studied childrearing practices and found three
distinct parenting "styles”: authoritarian, permissive, and
authoritative.

Authoritarian parents, according to Baumrind, attempt to
shape and to exert control over their children's behavior
according to rigid, absolute standards. The manner in which
this control is exerted is often described as cold and
without concern for the child's feelings regarding the
behavior. They tend to use punitive measures of discipline
in an effort to instill respect for authority and traditional
structure. The children of authoritarian parents are often
moody, more likely to become hostile under stress, "dysphoric
and disaffiliative” (1967, p.32).

In contrast with authoritarian parents, permissive
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parents exert little control over their children and 1lack
organization in the family. Oftentimes, these parents have
little confidence in their ability to parent and subsequently
are ineffective in discipline. Children have few demands
placed upon them by permissive parents and consequently often
lack self-control and self-reliance.

Authoritative parents are considered to be the most
effective caregivers. They are described as consistent,
loving, secure in their role as parents and respectful of the
independent decisions of their children. Communication
styles of authoritative parents are supportive and
nondistorted. Children of authoritative parents are more
self-reliant, competent, affiliative, socialized and content
than are children of authoritarian and permissive parents.

In her research on authoritative, authoritarian, and
permissive parents, Baumrind provided evidence that parental
restrictiveness and control correlate with self-assertiveness
and self-reliance in children. Baumrind's seminal work in
the area of child caregiving actions and the psychosocial
competence of children still forms the basis for contemporary
research. Parental affection, control and restrictiveness
are characteristics which are consistently found to influence
child development. The development of moral judgment, for
example, has been related to childrearing attitudes of
parental control. Sethi & Gupta (1984) found that boys

aged nine to eleven years with high moral judgment perceived
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their mothers as affectionate, accepting, loving and
nonintrusive. Same-aged girls who display high moral
judgment also perceived their mothers as loving and
accepting, but also as more enforcing and controlling. 1In a
similar study of preschool children, Moran & O'Brien (1984)
found that intention-based judgments are correlated with
maternal democratic control. Similarly, Knight, Kagan &
Buriel (1982) found that prosocial development in children
among lower economic classes was related to the children's
perception of their parents as punishing, yet also
supportive.

Another body of research suggests that positive child
caregiving skills depend upon parents' ability to communicate
effectively with their child. Thomas Gordon (1970) proposed,
for example, that there are common adult verbal and
behavioral responses which are destructive to the parent-
child relationship. These negative responses are
characterized by a lack of awareness and communication of the
adult's acceptance of children's feelings and experiences.

According to Stollak et al. (1973) and more recently
elaborated in Stollak (1988), the literature suggests four
important "ingredients” in adult communications which
indicate sensitivity in caregiving. Firstly, sensitive
responses to children "clearly indicate an awareness of the
child's feelings" (Stollak et al., 1973, p. 170). Secondly,

sensitive responses facilitate the child's understanding of
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the relationship between his or her feelings and behavior.
Thirdly, sensitive responding includes facilitation of the
child's understanding of the impact of the his or her
feelings and actions on the adult's feelings and behaviors.
Finally, sensitive responses help the child "find appropriate
outlets for his or her feelings, needs and wishes™ (p.170).
Despite the fact that there has been little research
conducted to verify the effects of specific components of
communication on children's psychosocial development, there
appears to be a general consensus that communication skills
play an important role in effective and empathic caregiving.
Although a complete review of contemporary research
regarding the effects of child caregiving practices and
children's psychosocial development is beyond the scope of
this paper, the importance of recognizing and understanding
the influences of caregiving attitudes and actions on
children should not be understated. While most literature
focuses upon the influences of parenting style on the current
characteristics and development of young children, one must
also note the longer term effects of caregiving behaviors.
Dubow, Huesman & Eron (1987) find, for example, that child
rearing that is non-authoritarian correlates with offspring's
higher levels of ego development in adulthood. Even without
direct longitudinal evidence for long-term outcomes of child
caregiving styles, one can extrapolate from existing

literature to infer possible outcomes of various parenting
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techniques. One notes, for example, that caregiving style
influences the development of either prosocial (Barnett,
Howard, King & Dino, 1980) or aggressive and antisocial
(Loeber & Dishion, 1984) behaviors. Given the existing
evidence for continuity of aggressiveness and antisocial
behavior across the lifespan (see Loeber, 1982) one may
cautiously predict that child caregiving practices play an
important role in not only the short-term, but also the long-
term, psychosocial functioning of offspring. It is when we
allow ourselves to speculate about the possible long-term
effects that we begin to recognize the enormous impact of
caregiving style on the adaptive and mature, as well as

dysfunctional, child and adult development.

Individual and systemic influences in child caregiving styles

Recognizing the crucial role played by caregiving style,
research has focused upon investigating the determinants of,
or influences on, child caregiving attitudes and behaviors.
We tend to think of caregiving style as reflecting distinct
and stable personality characteristics of the individual, and
this contention, at least to some degree, may be quite valid.
Buss & Plomen (1975), for example, note that parent
temperament directly effects caregiving attitudes. However,
one's caregiving style is also determined, at least in part,
by external factors including environmental, child, and

family characteristics.




20

Probably the most obvious as well as the most severe
environmental factor adversely affecting caregiving practices
is that of poverty. Field (1980) found that disadvantaged
(i.e., low SES) black teenage mothers were unaware of the
abilities of their premature babies, having expectations
which were unrealistic. Their unrealistic expectations led to
less effective caregiving behaviors. A lack of an
understanding of child development and parenting skills is
more evident in lower SES populations (Brooks-Gunn &
Furstenberg, 1986) and is reflected in these parents'
relatively more ineffective caregiving. In addition, parents
in impoverished homes are less likely to speﬁd time with
their children (Lewis & Freedle, 1977) and these children are
likely to achieve lower IQ scores than are children of
parents who speak with and instruct their children (Carew,
1977).

Several characteristics of the child him or herself
have been found to exert influence on parents' caregiving
style. A child's temperament, for example, influences the
manner in which one gives care, especially if the child's
temperament is not congruent with that of his parents (Buss &
Plomin, 1975). Thomas and Chess (1977) defined three types
of child temperament: easy, difficult, and slow-to-warm-up.
Ideally, parents recognize their own temperament and the
temperament of their children and moderate their caregiving

practices accordingly. However, parents might often ignore
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or discourage expressions of their children's temperament and
moderate their caregiving practices in defensive ways rather
than in adaptive ways.

Maccoby (1980) notes other child characteristics which
influence child-rearing practices. The child's age or sex or
birth order, for instance, greatly influences parents'
attitudes and behavior as the abilities and needs of the
child change according to developmental stage and cultural
demands. In addition, the child's gender can determine
parents' attitudes and behaviors. Huston (1983), for
example, found that fathers, in particular, act differently
with sons than with daughters. In addition, Lasko (1954)
reported that first-born children receive more attention and
verbal stimulation than siblings bormn later.

Family size, itself, can influence parenting style.
Parents of larger families tend to be more authoritarianm
(Elder & Bowerman, 1963) and mothers, in particular,
experience more stress and have more negative feelings toward
child-rearing than do fathers (Hurley & Hahn, 1971).
Authoritarian parenting is also more evident in families
where parents are experiencing personal stress (Zussman,
1980) and in families of lower socioeconomic status (Hess,
1970).

The emergence of a family systems approach to
psychological development, raises the question as to the

extent to which one's caregiving attitudes and style reflect
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the family structure in which one was raised. At the most
bagsic level, an individual learns caregiving practices from
watching one's own parents. As Maccoby & Martin (1983) note,
however, our theoretical conceptions of such observational
learning have become more sophisticated and we now note that
children select only certain aspects of observed familial
interactions to internalize and use as a basis for later
behavior (Minuchin, 1985). Thus, the family systems approach
to the development of caregiving attitudes and behaviors

represents a more complex process.

Foundations for a Relationship between Family Health and
Individual Child Caregiving Attitudes

Because the system approach focuses almost exclusively
on the family unit, the concept of individual development
within the context of the family has been virtually
disregarded until recent years. In other words, only
recently have investigators attempted to assess individual
development or individual characteristics vis-a-vis the
family system. Researchers who have made such an attempt
have, in general, received support for the notion that one's
perception of family health or family environment correlates
with certain individual characteristics (e.g. Fine, 1984;
Billings & Moos, 1982; Kleiman, 1981).

Positive communication skills (e.g., clarity, frankness,

expressiveness, and consistency of verbal and nonverbal
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messages) are theorized as necessary for families to
establish and maintain permeable and resilient family
boundaries (Galvin & Brommel, 1986) and as helping to achieve
a balance on the morphogenesis-morphostasis continuum by
maintaining homeostasis (Steinglass, 1987) while aiding in
effective adaptation to the environment (Jacob, 1987). 1In
addition, emotional connectedness in the family relies upon
positive communication strategies such as confirmation
(Sieburg, 1973) and self-disclosure (Montgomery, 198l1). As
also noted above, communication skills are necessary for
effective and empathic child caregiving.

Because there is a consensus among many psychologists
that the same communication skills are characteristic of both
positive child caregiving styles and healthy family
functioning, the hypothesis that families who exhibit
balanced levels of cohesion and adaptability also display
more positive communication (Olson, 1985) can be extended to
a hypothesis that the offspring of balanced families have
observed and learned, and therefore will exhibit, more
positive communication skills (and thus a greater level of
sensitivity) in their present caregiving of children and when
they become parents than will the offspring of extreme
families. This hypothesis is not only conceptually supported
by the fact that communication skills are integral to both
family functioning and caregiving attitudes, but is also

supported by noting the similarities between the description
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of healthy versus unhealthy family systems and the
description of healthy versus unhealthy caregiving practices.

Consider, as an example, Baumrind's discussion of
authoritative, authoritarian, and permissive parents and
Olson's description of balanced, rigid, and chaotic family
systems. The similarities are striking. Authoritarian
parents exhibit the rigid, inflexible approach to discipline
and control which characterize the rigid extreme of
adaptability. Permissive parents manifest qualities
characteristic of chaotic family systems: limited and erratic
leadership, inconsistent discipline, etc. Finally,
authoritative parents are consistent in their discipline, yet
receptive to the ideas of their children and able to flexibly
adapt to various situations. Thus their caregiving style
reflects the qualities Olson describes as evident in balanced
families.

Similar comparisons can be made with regard to
Baumrind's categorization of parenting styles and Olson's
description of various family systems typed on the cohesion
dimension of his model. Authoritative parents are described
by Baumrind as warm, loving and respectful of their
children's ideas and wishes. This description of
authoritative parents is similar to Olson's description of
the parent-child relationship in balanced families in which
family members are close to one another yet recognize and

respect one another's unique feelings and needs. Similarly,
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Olson's description of extreme families corresponds closely
to Baumrind's description of less effective child caregiving
styles. Authoritarian parents, for example, are described by
Baumrind as lacking supportive and affectionate relationships
with their children. This lack of emotional connectedness
between parent and child is hypothesized by Olson to be
evident in disengaged families. 1In contrast, Olson
hypothesizes that enmeshed families exhibit extreme levels of
emotional connectedness and thus are potentially unable to
differentiate the feelings and needs of individual family
members. Permissive parents, as described by Baumrind, often
lack confidence in their parenting role and are nondemanding
of their children, perhaps because their emotional over-
connectedness to their children restricts them from
expressing love in open and non-manipulative manners.

Despite the clear similarities, there exists at present no
empirical evidence for a relationship between these theories
of perceived healthy family functioning and adaptive child

caregiving practices.




Chapter 3

Hypotheses

1. Analyses were planned to assess the relationship between
the predictor variable -- global measure of perceived health
of family structure, as defined by Olson's circumplex model -
- and the criterion variable -- degree of caregiving

sengitivity.

Olson (1985) has argued that families who perceive
themselves as "balanced” on the cohesion and adaptability
continuua represent those families whose communication skills
allow them to achieve and maintain homeostasis, clear
boundaries, etc. Patricia Minuchin (1985) and others (e.g.,
Fine et al., 1984, and Kleiman, 1981) have expanded the
hypothesis to note that balanced levels of cohesion and
adpatability relate not only to family health, but to
individual adjustment as well. One's ability to provide
sensitive caregiving is considered an important measure of
individual adjustment. Because positive communication skills
are hypothesized as necessary to achieve balanced levels of
cohesion and adaptability, it is predicted that individuals
who perceive their families as "healthy” (i.e. balanced) have
learned positive communication skills and that they will use
the skills in the form of sensitive child caregiving. More
specifically, it was predicted that subjects who perceived

their families as balanced would display more sensitive
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caregiving than would subjects who perceived their families

as more extreme.

2. Teyber, Messe, & Stollak (1977), used the Sensitivity to
Children scoring categories also employed in this study.
(Also presently used are three additional categories
developed for the current study). They found that the
categories represented theoretically derived sensitive and
insensitive parent responses (as described above). However,
a factor analysis of the categories also yielded six factors
representing different modes of caregiving responses. These
factors described the following kinds of adult responses:
lecturing~directing, power assertion-control, adult's
expression of child's influence upon him/her, empathy,
ridicule-interrogation, and instrumental control. (See
Appendix B for a list of caregiving categories and their
factor loadings for each of the six factors.)

Because Teyber et al. used methodology quite different
from that used in the present study (for example, in the
Teyber et al. study, adult responses were provided verbally
rather than in written form), factor solutions were not
expected to be identical. However, these factor solutions
were used to provide a general understanding of modes of
caregiving to be used to develop hypotheses addressing the
relationship between the following predictor variables and

the criterion variable, patterns of caregiving responses: a)
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degree of perceived cohesion in subjects' family-of-origin
and b) degree of perceived adaptability in subjects' family-

of-origin.

2a. Olson (1985) defines family cohesion as "the
emotional bonding that family members have toward one
another.” According to the circumplex model proposed by
Olson, families balanced in cohesion are healthier than
families who are either enmeshed or disengaged. Families who
are too highly cohesive (i.e., enmeshed) are so emotionally
connected that family members are potentially unable to
differentiate the feelings and needs of individual members.
Families who are too low in cohesion (i.e., disengaged) are
lacking in emotional connectedness and thus family members'
relationships often lack support and affection. Thus, it was
predicted that the degree of perceived cohesiveness in
undergraduates' family-of-origin would be reflected in the
frequency of some caregiving responses including recognition
of the individuality of the child and the degree of
supportiveness and warmth of relationship between parent and

child.

2b. Olson (1985) defines adaptability as "the ability of
a ... family system to change its power structure, role
relationships, and relationship rules in response to

situational and developmental stress” (p. 4). According to




29

the circumplex model postulated by Olson, families who show
balanced levels of adaptability are healthier than families
who are either chaotic or rigid. Families who are too high
in adaptability (i.e., chaotic) are characterized by limited
and erratic leadership and inconsistent discipline. Families
who are too low in adaptability (i.e., rigid) are
characterized by strict discipline and unchanging rules and
control, with little allowance for input from children.
Thus, it was predicted that the degree of perceived
adaptability in undergraduate's family-of-origin would be
reflected in the frequency of caregiving responses such as
specific and consistent discipline strategies and power

assertion-control.

3. Although the cohesion and adaptability dimesions of the
circumplex model have often been studied as separate
entities, it is the purpose of the circumplex model to
account for the fact that family environment or family health
depends upon where the family falls (simultaneously) on both
the cohesion and adaptability continuua. Thus, Olson's
sixteen proposed family types represent sixteen unique family
systems, each of which have different styles of
communication, different relationship rules and roles, etc.
Thus, it was hypothesized that specific patterns of caregiving
responding may be unique to each proposed family system type.

No specific hypotheses could be proposed prior to initial
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data analysis because patterns of caregiving responding were
defined by initial analyses. Thus, specific hypotheses
regarding the relationship between family system type and
pattern of caregiving responding will be elaborated in later

parts of this paper.

4. Analyses were also planned to assess the relationship
between the predictor variable, gender, and the criterion
variable, degree of caregiving sensitivity in hypothetical
situations.

Teyber et al. (1977) reported that female subjects were,
in general, more accepting, less likely to use power
assertion to a child's angry communication and less likely to
use ridicule-interrogation in response to a child's angry
communication. Although Teyber et al.'s study, as noted
above, used different methodolo<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>