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A85TRACT

In ihis paper, we examine the utiliiy af national-levet data to adequately assess positive fami ,ly fauctioniag, as
well the utiliiy of family streagth constructs as predictors of advlescent behavior problems . Data arc taken
frnm the 19$7 I~Tational Sutvey of Families and Hausehoids (NSFH) , the 1985, 1988 , and I940 pane]s of the
National Longitudina! Survey of Youth - Child Suppiement (NLSY-CS) , and Waves II and fII of the National
Survev of Children (NSC~ .

We assess fam,ily strengths via sca~es that tx~ea5ure commutucation, apprec i akion, family activities, extended
social and fami3y networks, parcntal disc ip~ine, and commi lment to marriage and family. Principal
components , correlation, and multivariate analyses are employed .

We find that the range of availabie family strength items in t~ese databases is limited but thai the use of
family strengths measures is promising. In general, 5 to 7 items are availab3e for each summary measure . A
few constructs are examinedvia siu¢le-items , w[~i1e other constr~scts ( i . e ., positive communacation stytes in the
NSFH) cannot be assessed at all . ~4Fpha reiiability of summary indices ranges between .42 and . 84.

Results also suggest t~at measures of family processes gredict to Iater behaviar problems even after controll ing
for social and economic variables . Parent -chi~d interaclian , in particular, garent-ch i ld ~ommunicaqon , can
a ffect youth be~avior vver and abo~e the intluence of income , fami~y strttcture, race, and parent education .
The varian~e explained b y family strength variables alone, however, is in general, quite modest .

Qur ~ata suppart including these types of constructs in large-scale nationai surveys, but suggest melhodological
work mav be needed ta develop better measures . Impiications for fulure nationai data co~lection e[forts and
futu€e researci~ is discussed.



ASSESSING F.AMILY STRENGTHS AND YOUTH BEHAY~OR :
A CQMPARiSON OF THREE NATI4NAL DATABASES ON CHILDREN AND FAMILIES

1NTRO~UCTiON

aver the past 20 years dramatic changes have occurred in rh~ United 5tates and in the make-

up of the Arnerican Eamiiy . Whil~ two-parent farnilies are stil~ the norm, divorced, ne~er-marr~ed

sing~e-parenc families, scep-fam ilies and cohabiting-parent famiiies now represent a sizeable

proportian ot farnilies with children . In 1989, single-parent hauseholcis comprised about one-quarter

of ai~ family househo~ds with children (Bureau of the Census, 1992) ; one half of ali children are

expected to live in a single-parent family at some point during their childhood years (Burnpass and

Rindfuss, 1979} .

The changing face of Ainerica's families and shifts in the context of family life have promp[e d

numerous c~iscussio~s arnong researchers. policy makers, anc~ the popular press about the impact of

such changes on the ~vell-being of children . \rlany researchers have empirica~ly investigated the

impact ot different tamilv situations on child and adolescent deveioprnent (Simans . Beaman. Conger,

and Chao,1993 ; Bank, Forgatch, Patterson, and Fecraw .1993 ; .Tayakody, Chatters . and Taylor, 1993 ;

Kurdek and Fine, 1993 : Cagaldi and Patterson. 1991; Dawsan, 199I; Forehand . Thomas, Wierson,

Brady. and Fauber, 1990) . A few researchers have begun to investigate differences in family

processes in order ta learn rnore about how famiiy life affe~ts the development and t~e ~ehavior of

children (Capaldi and Patterson, 1991 ; Kurdek and Fine. 1993; Dishion. Pattersan, Stoolmiller, and

5kinner. 1991) .

Despite t~tese efforts . we still know relatively little about farnily pracesses and their irnpac t

an children. Researe~t still tends to focus on what farniiies cannot do or cannot grovide f~r their

children; respective tamily a~d health interventions tend to focus oa family patholvgies and

problems, particularly among adolescents . We rare~y concentrate on pasitive outcomes, or positive

family functioning as a saurce for understanding behavivr outcomes ar instituting pragrammatic



change. Among those stuciies that do focus on positive farnily characteristics, few ernploy

representative samples, use a prospective study design, or broaden their f4eus to inc3ude a variety

of behavior or develvprnental outcomes: few studies ex~iore the d 'eversity across different types of

famiiies, and investi~ate the resiliency a~nong families that are expose~ to difficuit or potentiaily

comprornising situatians.

In 1990, the Office of the Assistant Secretary for P[anning and Evaluation, U .5. Department

of Health and Human Services, convened a conference to examine research on successful famiiies .

Evidetzce frorn this conference and a review of the multidisciplinary literature sugges~ that successfut

families are characterized as co~esive, affectionate, rnutually appreciative, and able to communicate

wich one another frequently anc3 frui~fully (Krysan . Nloore, and Zi~i, 1g9Q) ; beha~ior is influenced

by positive family characteristics, b~t that there is a clear need to test the utility of these c .~aitstructs

with randomly selected represencative samples and long~cudinal data.

Our stud,v assesses the influence of positive family processes on youth behavior, arnong three

nationally-representative sarr~ples af families anc! children . We explore s~b-grou~ diffe~enres in bnth

the presence of positive farnily c~aracteristics and the impact of these processes on youth outcomes .

~ur project addresses three specihc areas not traditianally exprored in current researeh o n

families and youth. First, we espiore the ucility of available national-levei data to o~erationalize

farnily processes . 5econd, ~ve f~C125, pr imarily, though not exclusively, on posit ive farni ly

eharacteristics rather than on maladaptive family behavior , and explore the utikity of fami~y strength

~vnstructs as predictors of adolescent behavior problerns. Third we use data from three nationally-

representative sarnples, two of which ernploy a prospective study design .

DATA AND A1~ALYTIC STRATEG Y

Data from . the National Survey of Famil ies and Households (NSFH), the National

Longitud'mat Survey a~ Youth. Child SuQplement (ivL ,5Y-C5), and the National Survey of Children
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(NSC) are analyzed . T~is paper sumrnarizes selected ~ndings fram each nf those analyses wi~ich

have been described in separate papers (Brown, 1993 ; Morrison and Glei, 1993 ; 5ugland, 1993) .

ata

The National Sutvev of Families and Hauseholds (NSFH)

The NSFH is a large representative sampie af L1 .5. Househalds in 1987 . The total sam~i e

consists of 13,014 households, 2,300 ot which contain adolescents between the ages of iwel~e and

eighteen . In-person interviews were conducted with a randornly selected adult ; this individual is the

targec res~ondent in t~e sub-sample analyzed for this project . Additional inkormation was supplied

by the spouse. A fairly rich array af family process data was obtained. such as parental involvement

in youth organizations and tirne parents and children spend together, along with measures of child

outcomes. However, no data wese obtained directty from the adolescent, so only the parent

perspective is availab~e . ~nly the 198? NSFH data were available for these analyses : our analyses

in the NSFH. cherefore. are cross-seetional . Daca fr~rn the second wave af the NSFH, cornpleted

in 1992-1993 . tivill be available in earlv 1g94 .

Tlte iVational Longiturlinad Survey of Yauth - Clzild Supplement (NLSY-CS )

The NI.SY-CS is a suppiement of the Natianal Lon~itudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY} . I t

contains assessrnents ot children born to the femate respondents in the NLSY, beginning in 1986 .

Child develo~rnent data. naw available far 1986. 1988. and 1990, are linked with socioeconomic .

fami~y t~ackground, and marital histary data reparted by the NLSY respo~dents from 1979 through

1988 . The NLSY-C5 is a sam~le of children born to a cohort of fernates aged 21-28 in 1986 . (i .e .,

re~atively young rnathers), and chus over-represents children born to young mothers . This is

particularly true among the older children, all of whorn were i~vrn when their rnothers were stiil in

their teen years. Consequently, the children in the sarnple tend to be disproportianately socio-

economically disadvantaged .
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S ince the NLSY data were ariginally collected ta study the education and Labor market

experiences af a contempora .ry col~ort of yauth, the data set is rather lienited in the ava i labitity of

farnily process measures . The particular strength of thls data base for the current analysis is the fact

that the surveys are obtained every other year, permitting grospective analysis of the ef€ects of famiiy

process rneasures on the behavior of children and adolescents . In addition. indicators af behavior

pro~3erns were obtained frc~m both the mother and from the child ; since mothers may nat be aware

of all the activities of [heir adolescents, the availability of child re~orts represents a substantia~ asset

for this data base . Child and fami ly characteristics identified in 198b and 1988 are used to predict

to child behavior outcomes in 199Q . While full analyses haoe been conducted on chilc#ren in 'two age

groups -- 6 to } and 10 to 14 (Morrison and Glei , 1993)-- in th is paper, we present data for children

between 10 and 14 .

The IVarional Survev of Children fNSC)

The N5C is a nationally representative househoid survey of children who were aged ?-I 1 and

livine in the conti~uous United States in 1976 . Three tivaves of the N5C ha~~ been canducted . The

tirst wave, in 1976 when the children were 7-11, the second in 198] when they were 11-16, and the

third in 1987 when they were 18-22 . tiVave I was designed to broacily assess the social, ph}~sical, and

psycholagical characteristics of U .5. children. Wave II was designed to exarnine the consequences

of rnarital disruption for children's development and well-being . Wave III focussed on the impact

of early pregnancy and parenthov~ on the lives of teenage parents . In each wave, both the parent

and the child were interviewed, and in the first two waves a teac3~er was also interviewed . For waves

II anci III a sub-sam~le of children whose facn,ilies have experienced a marital disruption since 1976 .

or wha were Iiving in high contlict families in 197b were reinterviewed . A sub-sample of children

livin~ in two-parent famiiies with low or medium conflict €n 1976 were also reinterviewed . Although

the purpose of the ~iSC tivas not to assess farniiy processes per se, it is quite rich in family ~roces s
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rneasures . For the analyses reported here, basel ine dernograpf~ ic and fami~y strengths measures were

taken frorn the second wave o€ data collection , and youth outcorne measures were taken from the

third interview. The sampie is limited ta only whites and blacks, and to cases in w~ich the youth's

mother served as the adult parent respondent 1

None o# the three databases expl icitly includes zneasures inte~ded to tap "family strengths "

constructs . However, we were able to c~evelo~ ~neasures that approximate positive farnily processes .

Our efforts are guided by the work previously conducced by Krysan, Mavre, and Ziil (1990} and Zill

and Rhoads (139Q), which pro~ide an o~erview of constructs and rneasures that identify successful

farnilies . While a wide range af constructs were developed and assessed for each data base, in this

paper we describe and present results for thase measures or constructs that are relatively cornrnon

in at ]east two of the three data bases . We say "relatively cornmon", because ~ve were nat able to

create identical scales for each construct in each data base, as identical yuestions across data bases

were not available . The NLSY-CS and the NSC ~io contain camrr~n measures for parent-child

cotnmur~ication . apgreciation, and a summary measure of behavior groblems, however . Detaiis oE

the full analyses for each data set and the entire set ot family strengths constructs ~sed in t~e three

separate analyses are available (see Brawn (1993); Morrison and Gle€ (1993) and; Sugland (1993}) .

Variables used to rneasure family strengths and youth beha~ior problems in this paper are

described zn Table 1 . Appendix A s~rnmarizes t~e general availability of family strengths measures

across t~e three databases. For this effort, tive select rneasures that represent common or at least

simi~ar farniiy strengths and youth behavior constructs in the three data sets . Iterns appear to

represent three potencially distinct domains of family processes . The tirst damain focuses on

imeractions b~tween the aduli respondent and the child_ Items in t~tis doraain, for example, ta p

lFathe~s as adult respondents make up less than 10°JO of the adult respon~ent sample. T'o iimit canfounding due [o dilFe~ences in

mocherifather regorrs or to exdude children single-paren~ families where father reports are not avaiiable, the NSC sample is limiied

i0 mothers.
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parent-ehild communication, appreciation, and tirne-tagether or family activities . Our scales in~lude

questions that measure the amount of cornmunication between parent(s) and children, the amount

of praise and affection children receive fram parent(s) for positive behavivr and accomplishments,

and how often ~arents and children spend time doing certain activities together .

The second dornain revolves around the adult respondent and his/her feeEings about marriage

and famiiy and avaiiabiiity and use of social networks . Items in this secanc~ conce~tuat realm

rneasure the ac€ult respondent's beliefs about the lvngeviry of marriage, and the importance af

rnarital fidelity.

The thirc€ domain measures parental diseipline and harsh punis~rnent . These car~structs are

not inciuded in the family strengths Iiterature explicitly, hut other studies have €ound this domain

~o be important for child outcornes (Baumrind . 1971 : Maccoby & Martin. 1983). Items for the third

canstruct inc~ude pare~t's attitude toward harsh punishment and use of harsh ciiscipline .

To measure youth behavior prablems, we select two outcome measures from each data base .

In the NSFH, we use a summary rneasure af behaviar prablems cort~grised of difficult behaviar and

persanality characteristics, such as a ehild ~vho is irritabte or sad, fearful, and bullies (Behavioral

Problems I), and a rneasure of rnore serious behavior problems, such as being suspendedJexpeliecE,

running away, or in troubie with the police (Behavioral Problems II) .

In the NLSY-CS,we alsa explore a sumrnary measure of bei~aviara~ problems, the Beha~iorai

Problerns Index (BPI), reported by the adult respondent . Developed by Zill and Peterson (Zill,

199D), from prior indices, the BPI measures acting out be~aviors, depressed and withdrawn

bettaviors, as well as distractable/hyperactive behavior .

We examine the relationship between farnily strengttas and child reported behavior prablems

in the vL.SY-CS as well . Our measure of child-reported behavior includes the number vf tirnes

youth stayed out ~ater than instructed, hurt someone badly enough to require medical attentian, lie d

6



to parent(s), stole something oc skipped school .

In the NSC, we examine the same BPI measure included in the NLSY-CS ar ►cf a youth-

repvrted scale measuring de~inquent behaviars in the previaus 12 manths .

Anal 'c Strate

As previaus~y rnentioned, we ernp~oy a pros~ective c~esign with the NLSY-CS and the NS C

data, and take a c:ross-se~tional approach with data from the NSFH . We assess the utility of large-

scate suivey day to assess farnily pracesses via principal components anatysis and alpha re~iabilities :

we assess the appropriaten ,ess of famiiy strengths conscructs for farnilies with children for varied

subgroups using mean distributions of family strengths ; we examine the associativn of farn i ly

~creng~las with chiidren 's behavior ~ich product moment correlatians and rnultigle regression

analyses . In the iVL.SY-CS, we examine racial , gender, and family type subgroup differenc .es in the

presence of family strengths ; in the NSC, we expiore racial and fam i ly type subgroup di~ferences ; in

the NSFH familv type subgroup differences are examined . In all data sets . we contral for

socioeconomic factors such as parental e ducation, income , family type and size, and the intluenee

of other family life s ituations suc~ as maritat d isruption .

Three specific research areas are addressed by our work:

■ VVhat is the utility of national-level data to adequately assess measures of farnily
processes? Are relevant measures available? Do availabie measures have reasonabl e
psyc~ometric praperties?

■ What is the appropriateness of family strengths conscructs for varied sub-grouQs (e .g . ,
single and two-parent farniiies. blacks and whites, boys and girls)? Are there an y
robusc rneasures for these varied sub-groups ?

■ .~re family strengths associated with positive outeornes for chilc~ren? Which strengths
are more strongly correiated with probiem behavior among children and adalescents'?
Do farnily strengths predict to child outcomes acrass varied populatian sub-groups?
Do these associations hold even after controlting for other sacial and economic
family characteristics?

7



RESULTS

What is the utility of nationul-Ievel data ta adequately assess measures nf family processes ?

Our ~rs~ step is to explore the feasibility of creating rneasures of farnily strengths in the

NSFH. NLSY-CS, and the NSC. We assess zvhe€her ~ny re~evant items are available frorn which to

create summary measures, as well as the itern variability and reliability af created indexes .

In describing the selected family strengths items in Table 1, we note, in sotne instances ther e

are na or insutficient rele~ant items with w~ich to create specific farnily strengths constructs . Far

example, the NSFH has insuffcient measures for positive co€nmunication, appreciatian . or parental

discipline to produce reliable scales . The NLSY-C5 does not contain items re~ating to cammitment

to marriage and famiIy . Even among ~r€easures that are present, there are aifference 'rr~ the rar~ge

4f items and the breadth of the constructs they are abie to rneasure . For instance, the NSC

measures the extent of sociat networks via a summary itern that inciudes the frequency af parental

contact with friends and the num~er of close friends in near geographic pro~cirnity. in the NSFH .

social networks can be measured by che total nurnber of adult kin outside the household with whom

the respondent is very close ernationally, tt~e item we explore in this paper . The NSFH atso eontains

rneasures for the total number of family mem~ers living near the respondent, an~ the natztber of

days per year the adult respondent socializes in the evening with friends, neibhbors, or co-workers .

The i~TL .SY-CS contains one question about the frec{uency of farnily visits with friends or retatives .

Thus, the possibiiity for creating a more comprehensive rneasure of soeial networks is somewhat

;reater in the I*1SFH than in the i~1SC or NLSY-CS, and is rnost limited in the NLSY-CS .

Although the range af item5 is sornewhat nanow in the three data bases, we are nonetheiess .

interested in the psychometric properties of the available items. Tab~e 2 surr~rnarizes the

psychometnc properties oEthe family strengths indicators for all thcee data bases . The itezns making

up each index are entered into a principal components anatysis, a form of factor analysis . Only
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rnultiple-~rern indices were tactor analyzed. We use the following eriteria to assess the psychometric

properties of our measures :

a) there shauid be only one factor extracted, ar, if there is more than one, the tirst factor
should explain a large proportion of the variance in the items (around 40 percent or more) :

b) subsequent factors should ex~tain fairly equai proportions of the remainir~g variance ;

c) all or most of the items should ha~e substantial loadings ( .3Q or more) on che tirst factor :

c~) a(1 or mosc of the iterns shauld have higher laadings on the first faetor than on subsequent
components (Carmines and Zeller, 1979) ;

e) iterns should demonstrate a Cronbaci~'s alpha of .60 ar rnore .

Based on the above criteria, it is evident that many o~ our fatnily process measures do no t

have satisfactory psychametric pro~erties . In the NSFH, rw~ of the three items have reliabilities af

.60 or more. these include ~amily activities and social networks . However, ~vhile the reliability of the

socia] nenvorks measure is .60 , factor analyses produces four fac ;tors. The tirst factoc does exptain

close ta 40~'o with rernaining factors e~plaining less variance . In the NLSY-CS . oniy nvo of the four

constructs . thatwe repart here, dernonstrate satisfae~ary properties . These are interviewer-evaluated

parent-child commun,icatio❑ and a~preciation . Both of thes~ produce only a s ingle faecar on which

ail ot~ the items load at least . 30. and all have qu ite acceptable levels of reliability, .75 artd .84 .

respectiveiy .

We note that the NSC has the greatest number ot fatnily process itert~s. but the psychometric

properties of these items are relatively weak . ~hree of the six constructs have reliabilities of .60 or

more -- parent-child cornmunication, agpreeiation . and parental discipline . 4nly one of these

rneasures, parent-child eornmunie;ation, produees a single factor. While the re~iability ot the

rernaining nvo are acceptable at .75 and .71, they bath produce three €actors . In each case, the tirst

factor explains less than ~~ percent of the ~ariance in the items .

While none of these three data bases (nor any other nationally representative data base o f
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which we are aware) exglicitly includes measures intended to ta~ "farnily strengths" canstructs, we

were a~Ie ro deve3op measures chat assess many of the family strengths rneasures with reasonable

retiabitity . However, in most cases, only a few i[ems are available to construet scales . reducing scate

reliability, and some conscructs could nos be assessed at all . This is particularly true of the NLSY-

C5. These analyses cleariy indicate that whiie good measures are available in these three data sets .

mdre relevant iterns are needed to construct bester surnrnary measures of family processes .

Ffrieat is the appropriater~e.ss af family strengths constructs for varied su6-groups ?

Next we e~~iare the presence of farnily strengths separately by sarnple sub-groups, an d

examine the appropriateness af these measures for various sub-grou~s . Z'ables 3 and 4 sumrnarize

the rnean values for family strengths indices from all t~ree data sets by farnily type and race/ .~thnicity

respectiveiy . In general . there are few substantial differences in the distributions of inean scares on

indicators of family strengths acrass family type . This s~ggests that farnily strengths are ,common

arnong at3 types of families, irrespective of farniiy structure ar race/ethnicity . The differences that

are notable occur primarily among white farnilies and t~vo-parent families, with family scrength

characteristics showing a more positive ranking . For example, in bath the NSFH and the NSC, two-

parent farnilies have higher scores on the social network indices than single-parent £amiiies . Paren~-

chi~d communication is slightly higher among ~vhite families than black farnilies in the NSC, and

somewhat hisher an~on~ whites than non-whites in the NLSY-CS.

VVe nvte, again, that w3~ile these differences emerge, shey are rninirnal and, in general, no t

statistica~ly signi~cant . Given the substantial differences in socioeconomie status across the family

sub-groups, the relat ively minima! dzfferences found in measures of farnily proc:ess is potentially

impvrtant. It rnay reflect camman processes acrosS fart~ilies unreiated to income, race, or family

structure . In tt~e~ case of the NLSY-C5, however, it may retlect the disadvantaoed nature of the

sampie, zvith less variation than found in a truly heterogenous national sample . However, it may also
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retlect the limite~ nature vf the measures we employed and a reliance on ovecly global measures that

cannac tap sub-group dif~er~nces .

Da the family strength karia6les predict ta 6ehavior pro6lems amang children?

Bivariate Analyses

The rnosc central question for these analyses is w~ether family strengths affect the incidenc e

of prablem behaviors in children and youth . We f rst ~xplore th is questivn using eorrelational

analyses presented in I' able 5, contrail ing fnr family type . Correlational ana~_yses do indeed ind icate

that the presence of varied family strengths is assac iated with fewer behaviar probiems among

children and youth almost without exception, irrespective of family structure . For exatnple, strong

parent-chi ld communicatian, appreciatian, and jaint acti~ities, are all found to be associat ,eci with

fewer subsec~uent behavior problems among young adults in the NSC acrass all farn i ly types .

Similarly, in the NLSY-G5, measures of appreciat ion, cotnrnun ication, and social networks all predict

to fewer subsequent behavior problems among sehool-aged chilciren . The magnitude and level of

s i gnificance of the assoeiatians varies, anci s~rnetimes associatiflns are not statistically sign i hcant : but

the directian of the effeet rarely goes opposite to prediction . Tt~at is, the data ~irtually never su~gest

that the presence ot family strengths is corre3ated with the ~nore frequent occurrence of behavior

problems . 1Vieasures of ha~sh or strong punishmenr. on the acher hand . do predict to later pr~blems .

T'able 6 and 7 summarizes correlations of family strengths with behavior problems hy rac e

a~d gender of the ehild respondent for the NLSY-CS and the NSC . Family strengths show positive

effects on child be3~avior for whites, non-whites, and rriales and fernales as weil . The magnitude and

level of significance of the associations are often rnodest, hawever . The patterns for males and

fert~a~es are similar arnvng the 10 to l~l year olds in the NLSY-CS, although the association between

communication, appreciation and both the parent and child reported behavior outcort~es appear to

be stronger for femaies than males ; the relationship between social networks and behavior outcome s
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is oppasite far males and females .

Similar patterns of statistically significant assaciations between farnity strengths and child

outcornes are observed among white and nonwhite IQ ta 14 year olds in che NLSY-CS. Although

the relationship between BPI scores and the appreciation and parental disci~iine measures war~ in

opposite directian for the two groups .

In NSC, parent-child cornrnunication is also associa~ed with fewer behavior pro~lems for both

males and females. although its appears to be more strongly assaciated with rneasures of delinyuenc,y

amang rnales, and the BPI arnong females . Appreeiation is mast strongly associated with behavior

outcomes for fennales. Strong punishment is associated witn rnore negative behaviors for both males

and fernales in the NSC.

These correlations provide clear evidence that farnily strengths are predictive of chil d

outeomes. Measures of internal family functioning, parent-c~ild cornmunieatian, apprecia[ion, strang

punishment are mare predictive of outcames than e~ternal rneasures, such as social networks . These

patterns are consistent for farnily subgroups as well as across the three data bases . However, the

evidence presented does not address the very irnportant question of whether these correlations

rernain when tamily background differences are taken into account . Multivariate analyses are

therefore conducted on each of the data bases to address this question .

\~uitivariate Anal +~

We employ ordinary least squares regression to ~redict child behaviors . In our models, we

control far family type, gender and age af the child respondent, sex and ag~ of the adult res~ondent

(NSFH and NLSY-CS}, race/ethnicity af chiid, parental education, family income, ~amily size or

nuirnber bf siblin~s, ~rior chiid behaviors or characteristics (e .g ., low birthweight, previous measures

of the BPi, handicapping conditians), and respondent-partner measures (e .g ., rnaritai contlict,

parental depression}.
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Table 8 summarizes the results frorri the tinal regression analyses for the selected behavior

outcomes across all three daEa sets. Rather than presenting regression coefficients for the tull

models across each data set, we describe the intluence of facnily strengths on the selected autcornes

we presented . In Table 8, a"0" indicates that no signiticant associatian is observed at the p< 0 .05

level. ~vhile a"-" indicates a negative intluenee on ~ehavior problerns (i .e ., farnily strengths leads to

more negative behavior problems) ; a"+" indicates a positive intluence on behavior problerns (i .e .,

farnily strengths leads to fewer negative behaviors) ; "na" indicates the variable was no~ ineluded in

~Ite final regression model .

A review of table 8 suggests that controlling for socioeconomic variabtes, such as parenta l

education, income . race, and farnily structure, tends to diminish but not erase €he effe~ts of family

process variables . In the NSG, parent-child cornmu~ieation demonstrates a signiticant intluence on

the two y~uth outcomes examined. Ieading to lower scores on ci~e BPI and fewer cielinquent

behaviors . Gamrnitrtient to farnily reciuces de}inquent behavior, but has not signi~cant intluence an

BPI scores . The rernaining Eamily strength measures . appreciation, family activities ar measures ot

social nenvorks . do not predict ta either of the behavior pr~blem rneasures in multivariate madels

in the NSC.

In the NLSY-CS, the fami~y stre~~th measures have little effect on child autcames onc e

socioeconornic ~ariables are controlled . In fact, none of the family strength rneasures consistently

affects children's behavivr, t~ough appreciation is associated with fewer child-reporteci behavior

problems. The lack af effects of fami~y strengchs on child outcornes in the NLSY-CS may retlect

the paucity af strong measures of famijy processes or the limited variability found in the

disadvantaged sample of NLSY-CS rnother~ with sc~ool-age ehi~dren, Since a goal of examinin~

family strengths, however, is co identify farnily prvicesses that represent a positive resource for

farnilies regardless of their socioecanomic assets, the minima! effects in this sample are impoitan t
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to recognize .

In the NSFH, the variabies found ta be the most irnportant were those that tap the internal

fami~y processes, including parent-chiid time together and parental commitment to the tamily . Ttte

availability of 5acial networks was not found to prec~ict directly to child outcornes in the muitivariate

models .

The parentai discipline measure we present is not technieally a part af the farnily strength s

tradition, bat represents a construct that has ~evertheless been found in ather studies to affeet

chitdren's developrnent. This measure ~vas included in the multivariate models both as a con~rol

variable and as substant ive variable, to explore the expectation that the farni(y strengt~ts tneasures

did not fuliy tap all dimensions oF Farnily function ing. We included parental d i sciplin+e ,. along w ith

measures ot marital cont~ict, parental depression and marital disruptian. These measaires were

inciuded along w ith socioeconornic controls and tivere found to have some negattve etfeets on

children's developrnent, net of background factors and other rneasures ot fa~nily strengths . For

exarnple. in the NLSY-CS , though fami~y strength variables were nvt signiticant in multivariase

analyses . the use vf strong punishrnent (spanking) by the parent to disc ipline their school-aged child

did predict to subseque[~t behavior problems . Strong pun ishrner~s was shvwn ta increase negative

behaviors in youth in the NSC as weli . In the NSFH, both parental depression and marital contlict

were associated with higher scores on the index for Behav ioral Problems I .

Although we control for other farn i ly and background eharacteristics in our tinal regression

models, one potentiat problem is that many of the family strengths measures as operationalized in

these data bases may be confounded with farnily structure . For example, child-re}ated activities and

communication may be affected by the number of adults present in the fami3y and their relationship

to the child. Mareover, rnembership in particular famiiy structure categories, such as single parent

families, is correiated with attributes such as low parental education and !nw ineome. Thus, it i s
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possible that the inttuenee of family characteristics is a res~~t of grou~ membership . To examine tne

possibitity that such selectivity factors were discartin~ the rnultivariate results, madels were estimated

on NLSY-C5 data ernploying selection models {Maddala . 19$3} that take both observable and

unoaservable differences between the groups into account. First a probit model was estimated

pre~icting rnernbershi~ in a continuously marrieci family compared to rnembership in any other

farnity type. The Inverse Mills Ratio derived frorn this estirnativn. the hazard instrurnent, was then

inciuded in the multivariate equation . Resuits from this equation are found to be abo~t the same

as the estimaces without controlling for seleetivity, both in ter~ns of magnitude and statistica3

significance. Henee, sample selectivity was not found to be a significant probiem far these anatyses .

DISCUSSION AND CONCI.USIOI*T S

Overall, t3~e results from these analyses suggest that including measures of family processes ,

such as tamily strengths constructs, in large-scaie natianal surveys is Qromising . Measures of fami~y

stren~h~ predict to later beha~iar problems even after controlling for social and economic variables .

Results sug~esc that parent-child interactinn in panicular {such as pacent-child cammunication) can

affect chiidren's behavior over and above the intluence of incorne, family structure . race, and ~arent

education. tiloreover, farnily process measures seem to be irnportant within sub-groups defined by

fa~nily structure and race} as well as in the tota[ samp(e .

The ~ariance exQlained by family strength variables, however, is generally rnodest, particular~y

in the NLSY-CS and the 1~5C . in the NSFH. family strengths measures explained as much of the

variance as other sociodemograghic characteristics . The total uariance explained t~y the full mvde~s .

however, ~vas still quite rnodest {between 10 and 12 percent} .

Several factors may explain the minimal assoeiations faund here . One prirnary reason

probat~ly ret7ects the lack of a theorerical or conceptuat framework for tt~e farnily strengths rneasures .

The constructs we employ were de~eloped and rehned by researc~ers and practitioners who tende d
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to tirst ide~tify successful families and then to identify c~e eharacteristics a~ t€~ose farnilies. This

pracess yielded an intuitively rnea.ningful set of family strengths in need of theoretical linkage with

the child development and family sociatogy literatures . A stronger linkage between the insights

afforded by the suc;cessful families literature and tt~e theoreticat perspectives of these other traditions

(i .e ., chiId development ;esearch, and research on resilience or inwlnerable youth) wauld help to

put family strengths evnstructs within a single, coherent theflretieal framewor~C. For exalnple, the

resiiience literatnre identifies "sacial capital" --eneouragement and investment in the deve~opment

of chi~dren's human capital-- as an tmpQrtant factor in rninimizing disadvantage (Golem .an. J.988 :

Luthar, 1991 ; Parcel and Menaghan, 1993; Su~iand and Hyatt, (in preparation) ; Suglattd,

Blurnenthal, and Hyatt, (in preparacionj) .

A stronger thearetieal approach wouid aiso inforrn hypotheses regarc~ing whu :h famiiy

strengths are irnportant as direct effects and which function indirectty. For example, the ,effect o f

religion on chiTdren rnay be transrni[ted indirectly through farnity structure or cornmitment to

rnarriage, or it may function as a direct effect on the ehiid's own standards and vaiues . In addition.

it ~vonid help discern which family strength constructs . if any, are redundant . Far exampie, are

parent-child activities, family religious accivities, and religiosity multiple and discrete constn~ets, or

do they overlap in part. 5itnilarty, some ~ariables may be irnportant primarily in interaction with

other ~ariables. Thus, the irnportance of extended kin may be manifest primarily among single

parent families, where they play an essential role suppotting the childrearing efforts of that single

pa~ent . Clear theoretical arguments indicating the mediating mechanisrns between constructs and

ehild auccoroes are neec~ed .

Apart from insufficient theoretieal development, the family strengths eonstructs Iack adequate

measurernent in e~istin~ natianal surveys . Indeed. this critique tivould have to be extended more

generally to measures flf family processes in current natianal surveys . Relative~y few res~urces have
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been devoted to deve~oping scales appropriate for survey adrninistration . Entire constructs are aften

rneasured with a single itern . The validiry of items and scales and entire constructs in different sub-

populations has noE been assessed . The role of the extended famlly and religious inscitutions, for

example, may be c~uite different in black and single parent families than in white or two biolo~ical

parent famiiies . Sirniiarly, communication within the family requires different rneasures when ti~ere

is one paren~ than when there are twv, and the signihcance of social co~ne~tedness seems to differ

across farnily types. However, the n~rnber of such insEances is fairly modesc : in general, the various

family strengths do seem to be relevanc ta most family types . To understand the role of farnily

processes apart from farnily soci~economic resources wili require an investrnent in cneasure

deveiopment.

One rnethodological issue to which the answer appears clear is the need for muitiple

respondents . In particular, obtaining the perspecti~e ot' she child or youth on fami}y processes and

on their own behavior se~ms to be important . Family strengths, as reported by c~e ehiid-respandent,

were more predictive of child outcornes reported by rhe child respondent than che adu~t respondent .

Ultirnately, the value of chese analyses is that they have systematically taken promisin g

co~structs developed in one literature and examined them with stringent multivariate methods . This

interplay across disciplines and methocis ~an enhance our understanding of the processes that

underlie chi~d and adolescent development much more rapidly than if narrow specialties wor~ in

isolation. These analyses indicate that rnost af the family strength cQnstruets do affect the

development of children and adolescents net o~ socioecononnic variables across varied social grvups .

A~ the same time, tney indicate a need for theory-driven rneasures, more reliable surveq items, scale

items that are apgropriate within varied cultura~ groups and witi~in different family str~ctures, and

variables that assess the critical mediating processes that connect parer~tal inputs with child

~utcomes.
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