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This study explored the relationship between 

characteristics of children's families and their social 

adjustment and how extra-familial connections affect this 

relationship. According to human ecological theory, 

children who are in jeopardy through higher-risk family 

systems and other social forces were expected to be 

protected from sociocultural risks by social connections in 

such settings as school, church, kin groups, and 

neighborhood. Data from mothers gathered by the National 

Survey of Families and Households (maximum N = 1,363) were 

used to assess children's emotional stability, school 

achievement, and delinquency. 

Results from the means testing and the zero order 

correlation matrix found that single-parent families are a 

higher-risk family system when compared to two-parent 

families. Single mothers had lower psychological 

adjustment, had much lower incomes, and had less education 

than their two-parent family counterparts. Children from 

single-parent, low-income families, where the mother had 

little education and was depressed, did not perform as well 



in school and were more likely to be delinquent than 

children from two-parent, higher income families where the 

mother had a higher education and was less depressed. 

Children's emotional stability scores did not vary 

significantly between higher-risk, single-parent families 

and lower-risk, two-parent families. 

Results from stepwise multiple regression testing did 

not find that children who are in higher-risk family systems 

are protected from sociocultural risks by having social 

connections in such settings as school, church, kin groups, 

and neighborhoods. These mediating social connections 

played no role in reducing childhood sociocultural risk. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

"No man is an island, entire of itself; . . . " John 

Donne's ubiquitous aphorism prefaces many contemporary 

sociology texts as a reminder to students that all 

individuals are nested in social structures that affect 

their lives. If individuals must operate within the social 

world, then so must families. The family operates in a 

world which continually impinges upon its way of doing 

business. Families cannot live in total isolation; 

therefore, a wide variation in the social permeability of 

family arrangements exists. Some families separate 

themselves from most social forces and organizations that 

surround them, while others are encompassed by friends, 

siblings, extended family, work groups, recreational groups, 

church groups, etc. 

Children do not have the ego strength, physical power, 

and legal rights of adults, hence they are largely at the 

mercy of their parents. How the parents operate the family, 

where they choose to live, and what groups they choose to 

associate with, all help determine the way in which the 

child is socialized. 
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Garbarino (1992) addresses two forces in American 

society which often work against each other and place 

children at sociocultural risk. One is the historical drive 

toward individualism and, privacy and the other is the 

pressure of outside forces which influence and intervene in 

private lives. 

In a qesellschaft society, the level of sociocultural 

risk in the child's environment is directly linked to the 

quality of their social connections. When these connections 

are weak, the child is more vulnerable to the exigencies of 

family and social conflict. Also, more positive social 

connections with outside groups, such as school, 

neighborhoods, religious and civic groups, extended family, 

recreational groups, etc., can ameliorate destructive forces 

within the family. Key research questions which Garbarino 

and Gilliam (1980) ask are: what are the necessary internal 

and external conditions that set the stage for childhood 

sociocultural risk, and what are the weak links in the chain 

of events that normally support families and protects 

children? If support systems are in place, are they 

sufficient enough to disarm internal precipitating factors 

which could contribute to childhood sociocultural risk? 

According to Garbarino (1992) and Garbarino & Gilliam 

(1980), extra-familial factors can influence children at 

high risk. Members from groups outside the family can 

rescue the child from harmful socialization within the 
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family. Thus, the greater the variety and social complexity 

of relationships with outside groups, the more protection 

the child is offered from possible harmful forces within the 

family. This is in line with Bronfenbrenner's (1979) 

suggestion that outside groups play a role in mediating or 

ameliorating the consequences of maltreatment and under-

socialization that occur within families. 

"Progressive conformity" (Moos, 1979) is the principle 

on which people shape their environment, and how the 

environment in turn shapes people. A complex network of 

forces that are both cultural (laws, social attitudes, and 

institutions), and social (family, friends, neighborhoods, 

and school) confronts and surrounds the growing child. 

Bronfenbrenner (1979) argues that what goes on outside the 

child is as much if not more important than internal forces 

(biology and psychology). Garbarino (1992: p.17) 

additionally states that "parents raising a child respond to 

the cultural environment, which is a complex web of 

activities, beliefs, and values." The ecology of human 

development is the study of how society functions to raise 

children. Children are thus a reflection of existing values 

and norms. How society presents opportunity and risk to 

children is the key to understanding child development from 

the human ecological perspective (Garbarino, 1992). 

Children are left largely unprotected in socially 

isolated families. Furthermore, in most families where 
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abuse is ongoing, minimal contact occurs with external 

social systems, such as extended family, religious and civic 

associations, and recreational groups (Garbarino, 1977; 

Gaudin & Polansky, 1985; Polansky, 1976). The more the 

child has exposure to alternative outside groups, the more 

the child is made aware of the discrepancies between 

external social norms and internal conflict and 

disorganization (Rohner, 1975). 

Statement of the Problem 

Although there exist such obvious biological risks as 

malnutrition and injury, this research was mostly concerned 

with sociocultural risks that threaten children's 

development. If this research can identify sociocultural 

risks for children, some of these risks may be reduced by 

channeling human services to those areas. Not all social 

connections a child has are readily apparent, and thus, this 

research explored the role of some alternative connections 

beyond the family in how children are socialized. In 

general, the more frequent, positive, and complex the 

child's connections are with outside groups, the greater the 

opportunity for enhanced development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 

Garbarino; 1992). 

Bronfenbrenner (1979) and Garbarino (1992) both suggest 

that families are the mediators between individuals and 
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society, but where family systems are inadequate, strong _ 

sociocultural links to and participation in community and 

neighborhood groups may mediate those inadequacies. 

Children at the greatest sociocultural risk have inadequate 

socialization at home, coupled with weak links to norm-

setting and supportive groups and institutions. 

Using Urie Bronfenbrenner's (1979) social systems 

schemata, this research explored and attempted to assess 

some of childrens' social networks. Bronfenbrenner's 

central thesis is that successful childhood socialization 

involves exposure to a variety of social systems, and that 

children are dependent on these systems for the opportunity -

to become persons. By identifying variables which measure 

social isolation and social integration, this research 

attempted to identify which groups of children are at 

"greater risk for emotional instability, poor academic 

achievement, and delinquency. 

The purpose of this study was to explore the 

relationship between characteristics of children's families 

and the children's social adjustment and how extra-familial 

connections affect this relationship. The contention is 

that children who are at risk through higher-risk family 

systems and other social forces (e.g., mother's poor 

psychological adjustment, low socioeconomic status, low 

education, minority, etc.) will be protected from 

sociocultural risks by having a certain number and quality 
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of social connections in such settings as school, church, 

kin groups, and neighborhood. 

To accomplish this purpose, the following steps were 

carried out. The first step established, through the 

following family indicators, what were higher risk families. 

Using available literature and the ecology of human 

development paradigm as a guide, a lengthy series of 

indicators about how families are performing were identified 

and employed. These indicators included: family status 

(single-parent family vs. two-parent family); the mother's 

psychological adjustment; the family's socioeconomic status, 

as measured by their total family income; the mother's 

educational level; and the mother's racial identity. 

Together, these variables formed a set of indicators for 

each family studied. 

The following are the family indicators and their 

predicted direction of association with the child's social 

adjustment: Children in single-parent families will be at 

greater risk than those with two parents; the lower the 

mothers' psychological adjustment, the greater the risk; the 

lower the families' socioeconomic status, the greater the 

risk; the lower the families' education, the greater the 

risk; also, minority families are at a higher risk than non-

minority families. 

The second step was to identify a series of indicators 

to assess how well children from these families are 
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performing in terms of social adjustment. The indicators 

used to measure social adjustment are: the child's, 

emotional stability; the child's level of school 

achievement; and the child's delinquency status. 

Comparisons of these indicators were made between the 

children from families with lower risk with those children 

from families with higher risk. This was done to help 

determine what the impact of the high risks indicators are 

upon the outcome behavior of the studied families' children. 

Both higher and lower risk families were included to provide 

a more complete test. The lower risk families provided a 

control group. Hence, any outcome behavior differences 

found for children from higher risk families were more than 

likely due to the unique characteristics of these families 

and not due to other indicators. 

The final step was to assess the impact of the 

participation of the children, and other family members, in 

other primary groups outside the family. The assessment of 

the impact focused on the children's behavior indicative of 

social adjustment. How much do these group memberships act 

as a mediator between the level of family risk and the 

children's outcome behavior? The membership indicators 

include: connections the family has to the child's school; 

participation in church activities; contact with relatives; 

and contact with neighbors. Although all families were 

included in the assessment, special attention was directed 
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toward higher risk families whose children are more likely 

to exhibit behavior, such as emotional instability, lower 

school achievement, and delinquency. 

The independent variables were a set of indicators 

contributing to family risk status (single-parent vs. two-

parent families; mother's psychological adjustment; family's 

income; mother's education; and minority status). The 

dependent variables were the child's social adjustment as 

measured by the child's emotional stability; the child's 

school achievement; and the child's delinquency status. 

The mediating variables were measures of the child's or the 

child's family links with or participation in school, 

church, kin groups, and neighbors. These are considered 

potential mediating social structures that may protect the 

child in a high-risk environment. Using these intervening 

variables, this research measured the extent to which 

children from higher risk families are "protected" by 

selected social structures (or links to school, church, 

relatives, and neighbors), from "undesirable" outcomes 

(emotional instability, poor school achievement, and 

delinquency (see Fig. 1, page 64). 



Design of the Research 

The National Survey of Family and Households (N=13,017) 

was the data source used for this research. Variables 

measuring aspects of the independent variables (family 

microsystem measures), the dependent variables (childhood 

social adjustment), and the mediating variables (extra-

familial, mediating factors) were selected from the data 

source, using the human ecology theories of Urie 

Bronfenbrenner (1979) and James Garbarino (1992). 

Statistical analyses began with descriptive statistics 

such as percentages, means, and zero order correlations that 

examined multicollinearity and relationships among the 

independent and dependent variables. Next, multiple 

regression analysis was used to test whether selected 

measures for the independent variables significantly affect 

the dependent variables of a child's emotional stability, 

school achievement, and delinquency, associated with and 

identifying characteristics of higher risk families. 

Lastly, the primary research question tested was: In 

families with higher risk characteristics, is the child's 

social adjustment related to emotional stability, school 

achievement, and delinquency mediated by social structures 

such as school, church, relatives, and community? The 

following proposition was the primary research question 

answered in this study: 
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Do families with higher risk characteristics with strong 

connections to the extra-familial "institutions" of school, 

church, relatives, and community have children that are less 

likely to be emotionally unstable, have poor school 

achievement, and be delinquent than those with weak 

connections to the extra-familial "institutions" of school, 

church, relatives, and community? 



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Indicators Contributing to Family Risk 

How do conditions encompassing the single-parent and 

two-parent family affect the interaction of the child with 

the rest of the world? This chapter examines the unique 

characteristics of single-parent and two-parent families 

and their children's relative sociocultural risk, using five 

global measures: the mothers' psychological well-being; 

economic deprivation; the mothers' education and race. 

Family Structure and Mothers' Psychological 

Weil-Being Connection 

Single mothers can be categorized into two groups: 

those who have never married, and those who are separated or 

divorced. There has been a precipitous rise in the number 

of both never married, and separated or divorced single-

parent households since World War II. One of every two 

children born in the United States since 1980 will probably 

spend some part of their first 18 years in a single-parent 

household (United States Bureau of the Census, 1989). 

11 
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Exacerbating the economic implications of being a 

single mother is the fact that of 500,000 American teenagers 

giving birth every year (including 10,000 under the age of 

15), most of these mothers keep their baby (Garbarino, 

1992). These teen single-mothers are likely to be of a low 

socioeconomic status (SES), undereducated, and lack basic 

skills (Eggebeen & Lichter, 1991). 

There has also been a significant increase in marital 

disruption over the past several decades. Marriages 

continue in the '90s to fail at an alarming rate, and 

remarriages have created unique family permutations that 

have added to this family instability (Bumpass & Sweet, 

1989). A new Census Bureau study shows that the idea of 

single motherhood is becoming more common among white women, 

a group traditionally with low rates of single motherhood 

"(6.7% in 1982 versus 12.9% in 1992). Currently, 46% of 

African-American women are unmarried mothers (United States 

Bureau of the Census, 1995), and 33% of Hispanic families 

are headed by females (Halpern, 1992). Most of these 

children from both groups live with the single mother 

receiving little or no financial support from the father 

(Garbarino, 1992). Children from minority, single-parent 

families are at a particular risk because of the double 

implications of racism and low socioeconomic status. 

Single mothers have also become increasingly vulnerable 

to low wages and part-time "non-jobs" (Coontz, 1993). The 
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income gap between rich and poor has widened over the last 

three decades, (In 1980, a CEO earned 30 to 40 times as much 

as the average worker; by 1994, this CEO's earning power had 

increased to 187 times as much). Since 1973, real wages 

have fallen, and poorly educated single mothers have become 

as Coontz (1993) suggests, "victims of portable companies 

with throwaway workers." 

Single-parent families are often unable to offer all 

the family life resources that a two-parent family is able 

to provide. Also, they often live in financially 

impoverished households. Hence, children are reared in 

precarious social circumstances. Nurturing and cooperative 

activities that encourage child development are very 

difficult for single parents who have sole responsibility 

with all the exigencies of household maintenance (Garbarino, 

1981). Single parents may have little time or be fatigued 

from holding two jobs, along with transportation concerns, 

childcare concerns, family health concerns, cooking, 

cleaning, shopping, doing laundry, and all the other 

hardships of daily life. This overwhelming load leaves 

little time for quality one-on-one daily interaction with 

their children, and much less time forming active links in 

the community for socialization. A common complaint of many 

children of all ages is that their parents have no time for 

them (Bahr, 1979; Kostelnik, Stein, Whiren, & Soderman, 
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1993). This problem is exacerbated when single parents are 

almost solely responsible for childrearing. 

Wallerstein (1983) found that children from broken 

homes often have feelings of anger and guilt, and that they 

live in a world of uncertainty and fear. In this unstable 

environment, with additional economic burdens on the mother 

(considering the dismal record that fathers have in their 

reluctance to pay child support), she may be less able to 

spend time with her children in explaining the changes that 

are unfolding, often, too fast for a child to comprehend. 

This destitute family environment is often linked to 

childhood developmental difficulties (Bronfenbrenner, 1975). 

The stress and disorganization of single motherhood due 

to role overload has also been well documented (McLanahan, 

1985). The absence of a male parent as a role model and a 

disciplinarian has been given secondary importance, 

considering the reduced role that males play in day-to-day 

management of children even in intact families (Thomson, 

McLanahan, Curtin, & 1992). Although fathers do 

considerably less than mothers concerning all home 

activities in intact families, single mothers must shoulder 

all of the burden, both material and psychological 

(McLanahan, 1985). 

The primary responsibility of the single mother is the 

material and financial stability of the family. In single-

parent families, not only is there only one income, but 
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there is the added stress of having only one job that can 

disappear in a precarious employment market. Two-parent 

families often have the financial and psychological factor 

of a two-income safety net. 

The National Commission on Children (1991) estimated 

that single-parent families headed by women earn only 40 

percent of what two-parent families earn. The Commission 

also estimated that 75 percent of children in single-parent 

families live in sustained poverty, and that children are 

the most destitute group in American society. Additionally, 

other recent research does not support the continuation of 

the post-war, two-parent family (Coontz, 1993). The reality 

of the mid 1990s is that over 25 million children live in 

single-parent households, or with relatives, or with no 

guardians (Zill, 1991). 

Because single mothers must carry this extra financial 

and psychological burden, they often work long hours in 

either full-time jobs or multiple part-time jobs. 

Consequently, single mothers spend much less time with their 

children in home activities than two-parent families 

(Thomson, McLanahan, & Curtin, 1992). The "extra-parent" 

effect translates into not only children having added time 

with one or more parents, but that there exists another 

adult in the child's life who is an additional socialization 

influence. If a parent's primary task is as a mediator of 

culture and the rules of societal adaptation, then single 
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parents often suffer from role overload, and cannot pay 

daily attention to their children's healthy pro-social 

acculturation. In this environmentally-starved family 

structure, a rich and stimulating extra-familial environment 

of relatives, neighbors, and church communities, for 

example, may help the child's social adjustment. 

Economic Deprivation Connection 

A principal source of sociocultural risk to children is 

economic deprivation. The National Academy of Sciences 

(1976) and the Carnegie Foundation (Keniston, 1977) have 

both contended that inadequate economic resources undermine 

the family's ability to socialize their children. Many 

children from poor families are born into and emerge from 

socially impoverished environments. Garbarino (1992), 

describes childhood risk and opportunity most lucidly: "The 

child's immediate environment becomes a source of 

developmental risk when it is socially impoverished." For 

many economically deprived children there is no gateway of 

opportunity for successful socialization. 

Highly-skilled, highly-paid workers tend to leave inner 

cities (Wilson, 1987). In urban areas, low-income families 

tend to live in neighborhoods with a high concentration of 

low-income people (Jargowsky & Bane, 1990). Low-income 

people have a lower-than-average education level and have 
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low literacy skills that are not suited for higher paying 

postindustrial jobs (Freeman, 1991). These impoverished 

neighborhoods consist of under-* educated residents, and a 

disproportionate number of single-parent households, living 

in neighborhoods that do not attract jobs with benefits. 

Wilson (1987) suggests that this is a negative feedback 

loop which produces social isolation. High-tech companies 

that require highly-trained, more educated workers are 

unable to stay in impoverished neighborhoods with under-

educated residents, so these companies relocate to more 

affluent neighborhoods, and poor neighborhoods are further 

diminished. Parents raising families in these impoverished 

neighborhoods concentrate on the present instead of the 

future, have poor planning and organization, have little 

sense of personal control over events, and most importantly, 

have a lack of emphasis on school-related skills. 

Research has well documented how poor families must 

deal with daily stresses that encompass economic and 

neighborhood forces beyond their control. This stress is 

translated into greater psychological distress and 

depression (Klebanov, Brooks-Gunn, & Duncan, 1994). It has 

been documented that the daily stress of economic 

uncertainty often leads to impaired parenting behavior 

(McLoyd & Wilson, 1991) and child abuse (Garbarino, 1976). 

As Klebanov et al., (1994) discovered, mothers who are 

depressed by overwhelming environmental conditions did not 
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have the emotional energy to provide a positive physical 

environment. One goal of this research was to study the 

effects of single-parent households, low parent education, 

and low income in the household in relation to the child's 

social adjustment. 

Elder and Rockwell's (1977) longitudinal study of 

children born during the Great Depression of 1930, suggests 

that boys whose fathers lost their jobs became disillusioned 

by their father's perceived failure. The child's subsequent 

vulnerability to emotional problems throughout the 

Depression, and beyond, was found by the authors to be 

mediated by family support and community assistance. Thus, 

as Garbarino (1992) suggests, risk can be overcome or 

"disarmed". Unfortunately, many children in impoverished 

circumstances are unable to capitalize on opportunities to 

extract themselves from the effects of economic hardship. 

Without the intervention of extra-familial agencies, 

sociocultural risks accumulate in the child's life. If 

economic hardships are difficult for most adults to endure, 

it is bewildering and overwhelming for young children, 

especially if there are too many sociocultural hardships 

that burden the child. Thus, Sameroff, Seifer, Barocas, Zax 

& Greenspan (1987) found that even moderate family economic 

hardship did not affect most children adversely if there 

were not more than two socio-cultural risk factors present. 

These risk factors included single-parent households, lack 
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of family support, and maternal anxiety. Accumulation of-

risk factors often precipitated poor outcome for the child. 

How an impoverished childhood environment affects a 

child over their childhood and adult life is beyond the 

scope of this research. However, the manifestation of 

various childhood traumas and deprivations can insidiously 

surface much later in adulthood. Definitions of these 

effects would require a longitudinal survey. 

Does this imply that children who live in culturally 

and economically secure families do not need outside support 

and validation for personal growth? No, all children need 

the opportunity for extra-familial experience and 

enrichment. But as Garbarino (1992) suggests, economically 

impoverished children ironically have fewer extra-familial 

sources of positive socialization along with little 

opportunity for anything positive within the family. 

Education Connection 

How do parents foster connections and mutual support 

with extra-familial agencies that help socialize children? 

Do parents become directly involved with teachers, school 

administrators, church leaders, etc.? What is the education 

level of single parents versus two parents, and how does the 

level of parent(s) education predict relative opportunity 

and risk outcome for the child? 
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Garbarino (1977) suggests that for a child to develop 

intellectually and socially, the school-home connection must 

be strong. Bronfenbrenner (1975) argues that a rich home 

environment where parents encourage reading, artistic, and 

academic pursuits, offers a child a framework of skills that 

prepares children for academic success. 

The transmission of sociocultural values is a complex 

task shared by parents, teachers, peers, and the media 

(Walker, Greenwood, Hart, & Carta, 1994). Walker, et al., 

(1994) found that the socioeconomic status (SES) of the 

family was a significant predictor of verbal ability and 

academic achievement. The children of lower SES families 

had less exposure than high SES children to sophisticated 

vocabulary, were paid attention to less, talked to less, and 

were restricted in taking part in conversations. In 

interactions with teachers, children from lower SES 

families, that were poorly educated, were more likely to be 

labeled as less intelligent and articulate than children 

from higher SES, better educated families (Garcia Coll, 

1990; Horowitz & O'Brien, 1989). 
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Minority Status Connection 

Minority children over the last four decades have 

become increasingly vulnerable to racial inequality and 

poverty (Kraly & Hirschmann, 1990; Bianchi, 1990). This has 

been caused by a number of factors outside the control of 

the child, including: The greater propensity for the head 

of black families to be female; urban decay, inflation, and 

rising unemployment (Smith, 1989). Black children are three 

times more likely to be living in poverty than white 

children, and about five times more likely to be living in 

deep poverty (Eggebeen & Lichter, 1991). 

Although recent research has suggested that the 

changing structure of the black family accounts for much of 

present poverty in black families (Kraly & Hirschmann, 

1990), it could not be implied that if all black families 

were intact, that black family poverty could be 

significantly reduced. Unlike employment prospects for 

white men, black men face insurmountable odds of 

unemployment in the marketplace: a disproportionate number 

of black males involved in the correctional system have not 

completed high school, lived in decaying urban areas with no 

jobs, have had real earnings over three decades reduced by 

inflationary pressures (Sawhill, 1988; Bane, 1989), lacked 

high-tech skills in a competitive marketplace (Lichter, 
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1988), and were victims of hopeless, crime-ridden 

neighborhoods (Tienda, & Jensen, 1988). 

Suffice it to say, the minority child is at acute 

developmental risk compared to his/her white counterpart. 

Eggebeen & Lichter (1991) found in their research that white 

children in two-parent families were least likely to be 

poor, and that black children in two-parent families were 

still, substantially better off than black children in 

single-parent families, (i.e., 68% of black children in 

female-headed families were below the poverty level compared 

to 17% of black children from two-parent families). 

These problems for minority families are exacerbated 

because there are few support networks for these families 

who are more likely to be in need of services than their 

more prosperous white counterparts. This is especially true 

for minority females who live in intractable deep poverty 

(13% for blacks; 5% for whites). To even further exacerbate 

this conundrum, the increase in family poverty has recently 

leveled off, and there has been a disproportionate and 

growing increase in the number of all children living in 

poverty. This increase is due to both the poor having 

larger families, and the non-poor having smaller families, 

(Eggebeen & Lichter, 1991; U. S. Bureau of the Census, 

1989). 

This research does not specifically focus on minority 

children, but the literature review documented above does 
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reveal that the developmental consequences for children 

growing up in such a disorganized environment can be severe. 

At least in part, this research sought to determine how 

minority families function under structural and economic 

stress, and to what extent these minority families connect 

with extra-familial agencies that may mediate these stresses 

for their children. 

Summary 

The modern child is assailed from all directions. 

Social forces beyond the control of the child and the 

parents overwhelm the family's ability to handle all of the 

exigencies of a fluid, global society. 

This review of the literature suggests a number of 

salient points: That an essential premise for households 

with children (whether single-parent or two-parent) is that 

ideally they should be an effective socialization 

institution for raising children, and also be effective at 

introducing the child to appropriate extra-familial 

socializing influences. 

Further, the literature is replete with references to 

two major themes: That certain social forces (e.g., SES 

factors, low education of parents, racism, unemployment, 

etc.) make it difficult for parents to raise their children 

without extra-familial assistance. Also, the debate on 
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family issues centers on the fulfillment of the married 

adult, and not on the efficacy of the methods of families 

and communities for successfully raising children. The 

debate about marriage and adults, and how children are being 

effectively socialized has been largely ignored. This 

research addresses this neglected issue. 



CHAPTER 3 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Ecology of Human Development 

The human ecology writings of Urie Bronfenbrenner and 

James Garbarino emerged from the urban ecology writings of 

Robert Park and Louis Wirth. Their works were, in turn, 

rooted in the writings of George Simmel, Emile Durkheim, and 

Ferdinand Toennies. These early sociologists focused on the 

interconnectedness of individuals and the societal 

institutions that shape their lives. 

Ferdinand Toennies emerged from a 19th century Germany 

that emphasized the loyalties and traditions of small 

communities, along with the duties toward a nation. 

Toennies saw qemeinschaft as the ultimate integration of 

people and culture, and as a departure point for the 

industrial revolution that would lead to relationships based 

on personal social arrangements and reasoned and calculated 

exchange (Toennies, 1957). The latter, labelled 

qesellschaft was "immersed" in the anonymity of mass 

society, and families as the focus of society disappeared in 

the impersonal marketplace. 

25 
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Emile Durkheim also wrote of the decline of community 

integration as a transition from mechanical solidarity to 

organic solidarity. As a society industrializes, legal and 

formal relationships transcend a homogeneous community and 

the collective conscience is diminished (Durkheim, 1964). 

Unlike Toennies, Durkheim saw this death of the community in 

more functional terms as both a negative social force (a 

weakened collective conscience), and a positive social force 

(more personal freedoms and greater mobility). 

This ambivalence toward modernization was echoed by 

Georg Simmel (1964). He believed that accelerating 

urbanization paradoxically isolated individuals from the 

institutions that are the hallmarks of an industrialized 

society, including the arts, sciences, and an organized 

education. Simmel suggested that advanced industrialization 

•separated people from who* they were as creative humans. 

Although in the money economy, the alienated individual has 

gained some independence, the price that is paid for this 

faux autonomy is a confusion about which institution (family 

or otherwise) is now primarily responsible for 

socialization, regulation, and other societal functions. 

Of central concern to Simmel was the change process, 

and this is what would later interest Bronfenbrenner and 

Garbarino. Simmel suggested that there is a reciprocity 

between systems, where there is a continual unfolding of 
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relationships. This would later serve as the basis for a 

conceptual paradigm for the human ecology movement. 

In Zimmerman's (1947) cross-cultural "studies" of 

family dynamics, he suggested that the family is the arbiter 

between the individual and society. Zimmerman saw the 

family in the modern era as playing a smaller role now 

supplanted by individualism. The systemic nature of 

individual, family, and society is elucidated in his 

analysis. Society has a general cultural blueprint for how 

one should interact within this framework. When the family 

no longer fulfills its socialization role, the links with 

other institutions and the child's participation in school, 

church, neighborhoods and kin groups must fulfill this 

function. Urie Bronfenbrenner's (1970) ecological model 

evolved from this earlier interest in the connections of 

social networks and how they influence each other. From 

this, the central question he asked was: What is the 

relationship between the organism and the environment? 

Utilizing Bronfenbrenner1s ecological model, this 

research tested how the child's differential exposure to a 

variety of social systems can predict a child's social 

adjustment. Two of the four components in his model were 

used: the microsystem and the mesosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979). 
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Description of Ecological Systems 

Urie Bronfenbrenner, (1979) in his book The ecology of 

human development: Experiments bv nature and design, 

(1979), describes how interlocking social systems connect in 

an ecological framework. The following definitions outline 

this social systems framework, as it applies to how this 

research will examine the factors that contribute to 

sociocultural risk and opportunity for children. In 

exploring the relationship between developmental risk and 

opportunity, Bronfenbrenner has formulated a model of four 

interlocking social systems: The microsystem, the 

mesosystem, the exosystem, and the macrosystem. 

Exosystems are the centers of power in society such as 

corporations, and local, state, and national governments 

that make decisions that affect family life. Garbarino 

(1992) describes exosystems as political forces that are 

largely outside of the direct control of the family. 

Macrosystems are the overall cultural beliefs of a 

society such as Democracy, Communism, Judeo-Christianity, 

Capitalism, Individualism, etc. Both the exosystem model 

and the macrosystem model are both useful paradigms, but are 

too nebulous and difficult to empirically measure especially 

considering the type of questions that were asked of 

families in the National Survey of Family and Households. 
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The microsystem and the mesosystem are described and 

utilized in this research, and the exosystem and the 

macrosystem components were excluded. Their exclusion is 

necessary for several reasons: One of the primary goals of 

this research is to explore the role of mediating extra-

familial institutions and their effect on children's social 

adjustment. The microsystem and mesosystem components of 

Bronfenbrenner1s model are theoretical "templates" that 

elegantly describe this interaction. By introducing 

Bronfenbrenner's other two components of the exosystem and 

the macrosystem, the fundamental questions concerning this 

research are obfuscated by additional theoretical components 

that do not contribute to a more lucid understanding of 

children's social adjustment as it applies to this specific 

research. 

Microsystems 

Microsystems are the most direct and immediate 

environment the child experiences: the family, school, 

neighbors, and other people in a socializing -setting that 

operates for the child as a daily reality (Garbarino, 1992). 

The most intense microsystem for the child is the family. 

The psychological, economic, and other statuses of the 

primary caregiver directly impinge on the child. This 

research will measure several aspects of family microsystem 
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health: The mother's psychological adjustment (poor 

adjustment vs. good adjustment); family income (lower income 

vs. higher income); mother's education (low education vs. 

high education); and mother's ethnicity (non-white vs. 

white). The structural integrity of the family environment 

will be measured as single-parent vs. two-parent families. 

The gestalt of the microsystem setting provides the 

child with a set of norms and experiences that if 

internalized successfully, will help the child more easily 

integrate the next set of contingencies in their lives 

(e.g., the next grade in school, puberty, change in the 

family's employment or financial status, exposure to 

delinquent forces, etc.). Garbarino (1992) describes 

microsystems as a "gateway to the world" and describes the 

connection of the child to microsystems as follows: "The 

psychological realities of the actual settings in which the 

individual experiences and creates day-to-day reality" 

(Garbarino, 1992, p. 24). 

Mesosystems 

As Garbarino (1992) describes them: "mesosystems are the 

relationships between two or more settings in which the 

child is an active participant" (p.44). Examples of such 

relationships can be seen in how the family is connected to 

school functions and church activities. 



31 

Mesosystems are the links between microsystems, and the 

status of the child's mesosystems is measured by the number 

and quality of these connections. The relative richness and 

scarcity of mesosystem linkages to school, church, and 

exposure to neighbors and relatives sets the stage for later 

developmental opportunity and risk for the child. Mesosystem 

links in a functional family become social resource links 

that feedback to the family system as a benchmark of 

appropriate norms of family behavior (Belsky, Lerner, & 

Spanier, 1984). Mesosystem links from higher risk families 

become even more important because families under the strain 

of divorce, isolation, and/or poverty, etc. need external 

validation of societal norms. 

Bronfenbrenner (1979) insists that for the integrated 

personality to develop in a child, "enduring reciprocal 

relationships, and larger and more complex mesosystems as a 

function of the child's age mean enhanced development" (p. 

25). A central aspect of this research was to measure the 

nature and extent of these reciprocal connections to the 

outside social world. 

The school/home connection is a good example of a 

mesosystem linkage that can be measured. Not only direct 

measures of parent/child academic interaction can be 

observed, but the question arises, is the home environment 

conducive to a rich intellectual environment. For example, 

are there mutual home activities where the parents 
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communicate daily on an intimate basis with the child and do 

both the parent and child participate in neighborhood and 

institutional activities? 

General academic studies and the whole culture of 

acquiring new information cannot be left solely to the 

parents or the school system. As McLane and McNamee (1990) 

have suggested, children look to parents as role models for 

how much value they should attach to knowledge, reading, and 

a cultural-intellectual life. Since actions are stronger 

affirmations of belief than words, children who observe 

their parents reading on a daily basis, (as opposed to 

unrestrained television viewing), internalize their parents' 

belief that reading is valuable, and acquire a more complex 

vocabulary for the modern post-industrial world (Trelease, 

1989). It is this reciprocal interaction between school and 

home that provides the opportunity for the child to segue 

from the family/school ecosystem to the business/knowledge 

ecosystem. 

The church/home connection is another good example of a 

mesosystem linkage that can be measured. Religion has 

played a pivotal role in individuals' lives throughout human 

cultural history. Although religious institutions and 

beliefs have not always had a positive influence on societal 

well-being, religious institutions generally foster 

community cohesiveness and pro-social values and behavior 

(Donahue, & Benson, 1995; Chaves, & Cavendish, 1994). The 
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prosocial benefits of church and religious participation are 

often tangential, and go beyond just internalizing the 

Judeo-Christian moral code, to include participation in 

other religious activities and non-religious activities 

associated with the church. For example, adolescents who, 

along with their families, are involved in church activities 

are less likely than non-religious adolescents to be 

involved in juvenile delinquency, early sexual 

experimentation, alcohol and substance abuse, and suicide 

ideation (Donahue, et al., 1995). Stark, Kent, & Doyle 

(1982), found that religiousness inhibited anti-social 

behavior, not by strict religious proselytizing, but by what 

they termed a "contextual effect." That is, when families 

exist in a religious environment (e.g., Provo, Utah with 97% 

church members!), not only is time consumed in normative 

"activities that could otherwise be spent in anti-social 

behavior, but religious norms permeate daily family 

interaction. This importation into the family of religious 

norms provides children with further confirmation of 

parallel societal norms that may be inadequately presented 

to the child through normal familial channels. Thus, family 

church involvement not only acts as a setting for religious 

and moral instruction, but as a training ground for 

prosocial behaviors, and insulation against antisocial 

involvement. 
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When families connect with churches and related quasi-

religious activities, the church itself now becomes more 

proactive in the family's life (Anderson, Maton, & Ensor, 

1991). Once a family connects with a church, the larger 

religious community often has the services and the money to 

help families directly. Churches contributed more money to 

community causes than private corporations ($6.6 billion vs. 

$6.1 billion) in 1993 (Maton & Wells, 1995). Parental 

supports for the family, provided by the church can include: 

parenting classes, family enrichment programs, family 

counseling, and information and connections to secular 

outreach programs. This type of social support, for 

families, especially low income, minority families, has been 

documented to enhance protective factors in at-risk youth 

(Srayhorn, Weidman, & Larson, 1990). A longitudinal study 

of at-risk youth with strong religious faith, by Werner & 

Smith (1982), suggested that the youth received support, not 

so much from the church as a larger entity, but from 

religious individuals such as mentors, ministers, and 

members of church youth organizations. 

The majority of family social support programs 

available to at-risk children and their families are 

provided by neighborhood churches. There is also some 

evidence to suggest that church-based programs that enhance 

social development in children and their families have 

greater efficacy than secular programs attempting the same 
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goals (Maton & Wells, 1995). Thus, the church and its 

peripheral functions serve as a viable mediating institution 

for at-risk families in need of extra-familial resources. 

Summary 

Bronfenbrenner organizes the social world into 

interdependent systems. The child is embedded in this 

social world. The child's environment has multiple cultural 

facets and multiple social levels and is a complex network 

of forces. Garbarino (1992), building upon Bronfenbrenner's 

work (his former teacher), suggests that how successfully 

the child adjusts depends on how well the child is 

integrated into the various links of the socialization 

process. 

Not only does an obligation exist for parents to 

provide adequate socialization and necessary resources to 

rear children from infancy through childhood to adulthood, 

but there must be an adjunct commitment by other supportive 

individuals and institutions (Bronfenbrenner, 1970). 

Adequate material and social-psychological support for 

children is a shared social effort. 

The child's starting and focus point resides within, 

and emerges from the family microsystem. The child 

interfaces with society through mesosystem links with 

school, church, kin groups, and neighborhoods. 
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Possible positive social adjustment occurs to the 

extent the child is protected from the problematic 

exigencies of some families. For example, these exigencies 

can include poor families, families where the parents have 

low education, low or no religious participation, parents 

with psychological problems, and homes where there is little 

interaction between adults, and the larger community. 

These negative influences can be moderated by the 

relative structural integrity of the other systems, 

specifically the nature of the mesosystem links to and 

participation in non-family microsystems. If the family 

fails the child, strong mesosystems (or the links between 

the microsystems) and participation in other microsystems 

reduce harmful outcomes such as depression, poor school 

performance, and juvenile delinquency. 

This research measured the extent to which the family's 

selected mesosystem linkages to church, school, relatives 

and neighborhoods protected children from factors associated 

with higher family risk. These risks included single-parent 

versus two-parent family, mother's psychological adjustment, 

family income, mother's education, and mother^s minority 

status. 



CHAPTER 4 

METHODOLOGY 

Brief Description and Overview of the 

National Survey of Family and Households 

The National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH) 

was the data source used for this research. This survey 

included interviews with a national (United States) 

probability sample of 13,017 respondents. Field interviews 

began on February 23, 1987, and were completed on May 2, 

1988. This cross-sectional sample contained 9643 

households, plus an extra sampling of households containing 

African Americans, Puerto Ricans, Mexican Americans, single-

parent families, and families with step-children, 

cohabitating couples, and recently married persons. One 

adult per household was randomly selected as the primary 

respondent. 

The interview process was comprehensive and included 

several portions that were self-administered to ensure more 

accuracy in the measurement of sensitive information. The 

average interview lasted one hour and forty minutes. The 

cross-sectional design facilitated the collection of an 

37 
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extensive range of information including the respondent's 

family living arrangements in childhood, the experience of 

leaving the parental home, marital and cohabitation 

experience, education, fertility, and employment histories. 

Apart from the enumeration of demographic data, information 

was also collected that measured economic and psychological 

well-being. Thus, the objectives of the NSFH study was not 

only to include data that could be later used to test 

competing hypotheses on family life, but also data that 

could be used to describe the current state of the family in 

the United States. 

The original and central justification of the NSFH 

study, as initiated by the United States Census Bureau was 

fourfold: to make available a data set covering a broad 

range of family issues; to design a survey guided by 

scientific priorities; to provide a substantial source of 

data for the research community; and, to execute a cross-

sectional survey, including retrospective questions, as part 

of a planned first round of a longitudinal study. Further 

considerations in the development of this study included 

providing the research community outside of family 

sociology, such as demography and economics, an opportunity 

to access data that would further knowledge in their 

respective fields. 
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History of the Study 

The Center for Population Research of the National 

Institute of Child Health and Human Development (as directed 

by the United States Census Bureau) issued a Request for 

Proposals (RFP) to achieve "recommendations regarding the 

content and strategy of a large scale data collection effort 

on the causes and consequences, of changing family household 

structure" (Sweet, Bumpass, Call, 1988). In June of 1983, 

research scientists representing various perspectives 

including family sociology, social demography, social 

psychology, and family economics responded to this RFP. 

Over the next year, through the summer of 1984, 

consultant scientists, and selected sociology faculty of the 

University of Wisconsin pretested and revised the question 

and interview process. Altogether, eighteen months were 

spent reviewing the literature, and developing and 

pretesting the basic design. This research design was 

submitted to the National Institute of Child Health and 

Human Development in the summer of 1985. On January 1, 

1986, a three-year, $4.8 million grant was awarded to 

undertake the cross-section survey, and the University of 

Wisconsin issued RFPs for research organizations to do field 

work. About 530 potential interviewers attended training 

seminars in Atlanta, Boston, Chicago, Detroit, Houston, Los 

Angeles, New York, Philadelphia, San Francisco, and St. 
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Louis. Over the next year, approximately 500 interviewers 

from these cities interviewed 13,017 individuals, with field 

work ending about 15 months later on Hay 2, 1988. Coding 

and data entry continued throughout the data collection 

process. 

Limitations of Available Data 

Previous national data sets, although extensive, have 

often been so narrowly defined (e.g., income studies, and 

employment surveys), to exclude information on the real 

depth and richness of family life. The NSFH study attempted 

to explore the complexity of family structure and process. 

This complexity has become apparent to all sociologists who 

have monitored the rapid changes that have occurred in 

"family life. The wide range and variation of family types 

that has emerged in the last three decades has encouraged 

family researchers to develop more sophisticated research 

methodologies to explain these recent developments. The 

NSFH study, although extensive, of course cannot account for 

every contingency in family life, or explore every possible 

family matrix that exists. Nevertheless, this study of 

family structures and processes is the most exhaustive and 

well-planned and executed to date. An effort was made by 

the social scientists involved in this study to not only 

replicate previous studies, but to use this opportunity for 
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innovation. Unlike many studies of family life, the NSFH 

study attempted, at great cost in planning, time, and money, 

to offer a cross-sectional sample of the United States 

population. The researchers were always consciously aware 

of time limitations to the interview process, thus reducing 

the length and complexity of the questionnaires. There is a 

point in the interview process where further questions make 

the process so long that it irritates the interviewee, and 

makes the interview procedure counterproductive. The 

individual interview and self-administered questionnaire 

were exhaustive. The main interview is 161 pages long, with 

671 questions, although few individuals were required to 

answer the complete questionnaire (e.g., those with only 

adult children in the household; those with a household 

member with a disability, etc.). Despite the length of the 

above interview schedule, the mean interview time was kept 

to 90 minutes, and additional areas and questions were 

excluded to keep within the 90 minute time limit. Seventy 

per cent of all the interviews were between 70 and 110 

minutes, with a range of 40 minutes to 3 hours. The overall 

response rate was 74%, and married respondents comprised 61% 

of the total sample. 
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Sub-Sample Variable List 

This research involved analysis of three overlapping 

sub-sample groups of the 13,017 families from which data 

were collected. Each group included measures for all the 

independent variables, all the mediating variables, and one 

of three selected dependent variables. Each of the 

following three dependent variables were analyzed separately 

using a slightly different sub-sample: Child's emotional 

stability (N=612); school achievement (N=595); and 

delinquency (N=1363). Each sub-sample consists of families 

with at least one parent and one child. Childless couples 

were excluded. Only single mothers were included in the 

single-parent sub-group. Single fathers were excluded 

because they represented only 7% of the single-parent 

population and their demographic profile is so different 

from female single-parents (for example their earning power 

disproportionately exceeds that of female single-parents). 

To be more comparative, only mothers who were the primary 

respondent from two-parent families were selected. 

Each of the three dependent variable sub-samples of 

child's emotional stability, school achievement, and 

delinquency were selected using responses to certain 

questions. The first two sub-samples for child's emotional 

stability and school achievement were selected by using only 

mothers' responses on questions asked regarding their child 
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aged between 12 to 18 years old. Mothers not answering 

these questions were excluded since they represented 

families with no children over age 11 years or families 

where the selected focal child was under 12 years old. 

In a compromise between interview time and detailed 

information, the NSFH researchers decided to focus on one 

child in each household. All children were listed in the 

household, and from them one child was chosen randomly and 

the interviewer gathered detailed information about that 

child. This child was labelled the focal child. Where 

there was only one child in the family, this child became 

the focal child. Only a limited number of questions were 

asked of all children in the households. For the 

delinquency sub-sample, the same method was used except that 

responses on all children under 18 years old were included, 

which explains the higher number of cases for this sub-

sample (N = 1363). 

Most surveys have some level of missing data that 

presents methodological and statistical problems in 

subsequent analysis. In this study, missing data in one 

independent variable has been particularly difficult to 

accommodate. In the three sub-samples, the independent 

variable Total Household Income [IHT0T2] contains either 275 

"don't know" or "missing" cases for the dependent variables 

of "delinquency" and "school achievement," or 89 "don't 

know" or "missing" cases for the dependent variable 
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"emotional stability." For both tax and legal reasons, 

individuals may be sensitive to revealing their income to 

strangers. Also, publicly revealing financial details is a 

violation of customary folkways (Norusis, 1993). This high 

number of "don't know" and "missing" is somewhat troublesome 

considering the already reduced sub-sample populations 

compared to the original sample population of (N=13/017). 

Babbie (1973) suggests several methods to overcome this 

problem which are discussed further under the section 

"Analysis Procedures" below. 

The following are the operational definitions of all 

the selected variables that measure factors associated with 

childhood social adjustment. These are listed under three 

major headings: Independent variables, mediating variables, 

and dependent variables (see Figure 1, page 65). The 

bracketed codes are the National Survey of Family and 

Household (NSFH) variable code labels. A sequential list of 

all the original questions and the NSFH data used to measure 

each NSFH variable is found in Appendix A. 

I. Independent Variables: Family Microsystem Measures 

1. Family status was measured in the following way: The 

NSFH variable Household Type [designated as variable HHTYPE] 

was used to select all single-parent and married couple 

households. Further, only female respondents were selected 
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using the NSFH variable sex of respondent [designated as 

variable M2DP01]. This selection left two respondent groups: 

Single-parent mothers, and female respondents in married 

couple households. The major problem remaining with this 

selection process was that there was no way of knowing if 

the female respondents in the married couple households were 

mothers or childless. Because this study was concerned with 

how children are socialized, (this was studied by analyzing 

the responses from the mothers of these children) it would 

be meaningless to include the responses from women who have 

no children. As the above discussion on the sub-sample 

selection indicates, all respondents who were designated 

"inapplicable" to questions that directly involved children 

(e.g., involvement in parent-teacher school activities) were 

excluded. In this study, family status is called HHTYPE 

where zero equals mothers in two-parent families; and 1 

equals single mothers. 

2. Mother's psychological well-being was measured in the 

following way. The respondent's psychological adjustment 

was assessed by combining responses from multiple questions 

on the NSFH. Questions were asked measuring the 

psychological well-being of the respondent mother on 

specific items. Each mother was asked how many days during 

the last week did she: feel bothered; have poor appetite; 

feel blue; lack concentration; feel depressed; lack daily 
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effort; feel fearful; can't sleep; talk less than usual; 

feel lonely; feel sad; and have no energy level, [designated 

as variables E202A through G202L]. The NSFH study scale 

measured from zero days each week, the respondent answered 

affirmatively to each of the above questions, which 

indicates higher psychological adjustment, to seven days 

each week, the respondent answered affirmatively to each of 

the above questions, which indicates lower psychological 

adjustment. In this study, the mode score was selected for 

each respondent. The most common score from zero through 

seven, was selected for each respondent for all of the 

twelve questions measuring psychological adjustment. The 

mean score was not used, because the data were neither 

interval nor ratio levels of measurement, and the re-

indexing of scores would have become unmanageable. 

In this study, zero equals all of the respondents whose 

most commonly answered response to all twelve questions 

measuring psychological adjustment was zero; one equals all 

of the respondents whose most commonly answered response to 

all twelve questions was one, ... through seven which equals 

all of the respondents whose most commonly answered response 

to all twelve questions was seven days per week to all of 

the above questions. This resulting index is called 

WELBEING where zero equals higher psychological adjustment, 

and seven equals lower psychological adjustment. 
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3. Family income was measured in the following way: the 

NSFH variable Household Total Income [designated as variable 

IHT0T2] was used to measure the socio-economic status (SES) 

of the family. This variable measured all income including: 

interest, dividends, and other investments in dollars. All 

income was designated in total dollars of income per year, 

and ranged from $0 to $800,000 per year. A large number of 

"inapplicable" and "no answer" cases were excluded. In 

this study, the variable household total income is called 

MONEY. 

4. Mother's education level was measured in the following -

way. The NSFH variable education [designated as EDUCAT] was 

used to report the highest educational level obtained for 

the respondent. There were 21 designations ranging from zero 

"representing no formal education through 20 representing 

doctorate or professional degree. In this study the 

variable mother's education level was called MOTHERED. 

5. Mother's minority status was measured in the following 

way. The NSFH variable race [designated as variable M484] 

was based upon the respondents' reported race. The NSFH 

questionnaire was divided into nine racial categories: 

Black, White, Mexican American, Puerto Rican, Cuban, Other 

Hispanic, American Indian, Asian, and Other. Because race 

is a nominal variable, and was coded in the NSFH study as 
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I = Black; 2 = White; 3 = Mexican American, etc., it was not 

appropriate coding for regression analysis for this study 

(requiring interval or ratio level data). Blalock (1979) 

suggested that dummy variables can be used to adjust for 

this problem. In this study, the racial categories were 

recoded as 0 = White; and 1 = Minority. All racial 

categories other than White were coded as Minority. In this 

study, the mother respondent's race variable is called 

ETHNIC. 

II - Mediating Variables: Mesosvstem Linkages 

These variables measured family connections with four 

extra-familial institutions or groups: School, church, 

relatives, and neighbors. 

1. School connections were measured in the following way: 

The NSFH variable [designated as variable E1004A1] consisted 

of responses used to measure how many hours in an average 

week the child's parent spent time in school activities as a 

participant, advisor, coach, or leader. The categories 

available to parents were: 0 hours; 1-2 hours; 3-4 hours; 

5-9 hours; 10-14 hours; 15-19 hours; 20+ hours. All other 

designations including sometimes (no specific amount given); 

inapplicable; refused; don't know; and no answer were 

excluded. In this study, the variable describing parent's 
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time spent in involvement in school activities is called 

SKOOLCON. 

2. Church connections were measured in the following way: 

The NSFH variable [designated as variable M492A] consisted 

of responses used to measure how often in one year the 

parent attended religious services at their children's 

church or synagogue. The designations were: 0 = never; 

1 = once a year; 2 = twice a year, etc. All other 

designations including don't know and no answer were 

excluded. In this study, the variable describing the 

parent's attendance at church or synagogue is called CHURCH. 

3. Kin/relatives connections were measured in the 

following way: The NSFH variable [designated as variable 

E216A1] consisted of responses used to measure how often the 

respondent spends a social evening with relatives. In 

this part of the study there were five designations: 0 = 

never; 1 = several times a year; 2 = about once a month; 3 = 

about once a week; 4 = several times a week. A small number 

of "refused" were excluded (N = 52 cases). In this study, 

the variable measuring the parent's social connections to 

their relatives is called RELINK. 

4. Neighborhood connections were measured in the following 

way: The NSFH variable [designated as variable E216A2] 
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consisted of responses used to measure how often the 

respondent spends a social evening with a neighbor. The 

range was from 0 equals never; through 4 equals several 

times a week. A small number of refused were excluded (N=25 

cases). In this study, the variable measuring the parent's 

social connections to their neighbors is called COMMUNE. 

Ill. Dependent Variables: 

1. Child's Emotional Stability. 

The child's emotional stability was measured in the 

following way. Questions were asked of the respondent 

regarding the focal child aged 12-18 years. The NSFH 

variable [designated as variable M325b] was used to describe 

their child's emotional stability. The respondent was asked 

if during the last three months their child had been 

unhappy, sad, or depressed. The NSFH scale measures from 1 

equals often true; 2 equals sometimes true; and 3 equals not 

true. A large number of "inapplicable" and "no answer" were 

excluded (N = 1111 cases). This was due mostly to the 

exclusion (for this particular question) of all households 

with children under the age of twelve. In this study, the 

variable child's emotional stability is called EMOTSTAB. 

2. Child's school achievement: 

The child's school achievement was measured in the 

following way. The NSFH variable [designated as variable 
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M331] was based upon the question asking the respondent what 

sort of grades their child gets in school was used to 

measure the child's academic record. This parent's 

estimation of their child's grades is just that ... an 

estimation of what the parents say is their child's grades, 

not a direct recording of the child's transcripts by the 

interviewer. In this study, 1 equals mostly A's; 2 equals 

A1s and B's; 3 equals mostly B's; ... through 9 equals 

mostly F's. A large number of "inapplicable" and "no 

answer" were excluded (N = 1140 cases). This was due mostly 

to the exclusion for this particular question of all 

households with children under the age of twelve. In this 

study the variable child's school achievement was called 

SCHOOL. 

3. Delinquency: 

Delinquency was measured in the following way: 

Questions were asked of the respondent regarding the focal 

child aged 12-18 years. Responses to the following four 

NSFH questions were used to measure delinquency: 

A. The NSFH variable [designated as variable M265] was 

based on a question which asked the parent if any of their 

children had ever been in trouble with the police. The 

original NSFH scale measured 1 = yes; and 2 = no. 
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B. The NSFH variable [designated as variable M256] was 

based on a question which asked the parent if any of their 

children had ever been suspended or expelled from school. 

The original NSFH scale measured 1 = yes; and 2 = no. 

C. The NSFH variable [designated as variable M260] was 

based on a question which asked the parent if any of their 

children had ever run away from home one or more nights. 

The original NSFH scale measured 1 = yes; and 2 = no. 

D. The NSFH variable [designated as variable M253] was 

based on a question which asked the parent if in the past 

year they have been asked to meet with a teacher or 

principal because of behavioral problems with any of their 

children. The original NSFH scale measured 1 = yes; and 

2 = no. 

In this study delinquency was called DEL and reduced to 

a single index of delinquency where the above measures were 

recoded and summed where 0 equals no to all four questions; 

1 equals yes to one question; 2 equals yes to two questions; 

3 equals yes to three questions; and 4 equals yes to all 

four questions. In other words, 0 equals no delinquency 

through 4 which equals high delinquency. 
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Hypotheses 

This research was concerned with the relationship 

between various indicators of family microsystem measures, 

the proposed mediating effects of mesosystem linkages, and 

childhood social adjustment. The following fifteen 

hypotheses are specifically concerned with establishing what 

are higher risk families by testing the relationships 

between the five family microsystem measures (household 

type, mother's psychological adjustment, family income, 

mother's education, and mother's ethnicity), and the three 

childhood social adjustment measures (emotional stability, 

school achievement, and delinquency). These fifteen 

hypotheses tested if there was a significant difference 

between higher risk families and lower risk families by 

using the child's social adjustment as the dependent 

variable. Three additional hypotheses tested the impact of 

the families' participation in other primary groups outside 

of the family (mesosystem linkages), upon the children's 

behavior indicative of social adjustment. 

The first step was to use a series of indicators to 

assess how well children were functioning in single-parent 

versus two-parent families. The indicators used were: The 

child's emotional stability, the child's level of school 

achievement, and the child's delinquency status. The 

hypotheses formed around these indicators were: 
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H1 Children from single-parent families have lower 

emotional stability than children from two-parent 

families. 

H2 Children from single-parent families have lower school 

achievement than children from two-parent families. 

H3 Children from single-parent families have higher 

delinquency rates than children from two-parent 

families. 

The second step was to use a series of indicators to 

assess how well children were doing from families whose 

mother has lower psychological adjustment vs families whose 

mother has higher psychological adjustment. The indicators 

"used were: The child's emotional stability, the child's 

level of school achievement, and delinquency status. The 

hypotheses formed around these indicators were: 

H4 Children from families whose mother has lower 

psychological adjustment have lower emotional stability 

than children from families whose mother has higher 

psychological adjustment. 
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H5 Children from families whose mother has lower 

psychological adjustment have lower school achievement 

than children from families whose mother has higher 

psychological adjustment. 

H6 Children from families whose mother has lower 

psychological adjustment have higher delinquency rates 

than children from families whose mother has higher 

psychological adjustment. 

The third step was to use a series of indicators to 

assess how well children were doing from families who have 

lower income vs families who have higher income. The 

indicators used were: The child's emotional stability, the 

child's level of school achievement, and the child's 

delinquency status. The hypotheses formed around these 

indicators were: 

H7 Children from families who have lower income have lower 

emotional stability than children from families who 

have higher income. 

H8 Children from families who have lower income have lower 

school achievement than children from families who 

have higher income. 
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H9 Children from families who have lower income have 

higher delinquency rates than children from families 

who have higher income. 

The fourth step was to use a series of indicators to 

assess how well children were doing from families whose 

mother has less education vs a mother who has more 

education. The indicators used were: The child's emotional 

stability, the child's level of school achievement, and the 

child's delinquency status. The hypotheses formed around 

these indicators were: 

H10 Children from families whose mother has a lower 

education have lower emotional stability than children 

from families whose mother has a higher education. 

H11 Children from families whose mother has a lower 

education have lower school achievement than children 

from families whose mother has a higher education. 

H12 Children from families whose mother has a lower 

education have higher delinquency rates than children 

from families whose mother has a higher education. 

The fifth step was to use a series of indicators to 

assess how well children were doing from families whose 
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mother is a minority vs a mother who is white. The 

indicators used were: The child's emotional stability, the 

child's level of school achievement, and the child's 

delinquency status. The hypotheses formed around these 

indicators were: 

H13 Children from families whose mother is a minority have 

lower emotional stability than children from families 

whose mother is white. 

H14 Children from families whose mother is a minority have 

lower school achievement than children from families 

whose mother is white. 

H15 Children from families whose mother is a minority have 

higher delinquency rates than children from families 

whose mother is white. 

In summary, the above hypotheses established what were 

higher risk families by testing the relationships between 

the five family microsystem measures and the three dependent 

variables. These fifteen hypotheses tested to determine if 

there was a significant difference between higher risk 

families and lower risk families by using the child's social 

adjustment and the dependent variable. 
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The next step was to assess the impact of the families' 

participation in other primary groups outside the family 

(mesosystem linkages), upon the children's behavior 

indicative of social adjustment. How much do these 

memberships act as a mediator between level of family risk 

and children outcome behavior? The membership indicators 

included: connections the family had to the child's school; 

participation in church activities; contact with relatives; 

and contact with neighbors. Although all families were 

included, special attention was directed toward higher risk 

families whose children were more likely to exhibit behavior 

such as emotional instability, lower school achievement, and 

delinquency. 

The first step was to identify higher risk families 

using stepwise multiple regression. The second step was to 

use only those remaining independent variables that were 

significantly related to each dependent variable, now 

including the mediating variables. Stepwise multiple 

regression was again used to measure any ameliorating 

effects of the mediating variables between the remaining 

independent variables and each dependent variable. 

The following three global (general) hypotheses were 

tested to measure the effects of mesosystem linkages. All 

of the independent and mediating variables were introduced 

individually using stepwise multiple regression to assess 
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how mesosystem linkages were mediating the child's emotional 

stability, school achievement, and delinquency. 

H16 Higher risk families with strong connections to school, 

church, relatives, and neighborhood activities have 

children who are less likely to be emotionally 

unstable than children from higher risk families with 

weak connections to school, church, relatives, and 

neighborhood activities. 

H17 Higher risk families with strong connections to school, 

church, relatives, and neighborhood activities have 

children who are less likely to have poor school 

achievement than children from higher risk families 

with weak connections to school, church, relatives, 

and neighborhood activities. 

H18 Higher risk families with strong connections to school, 

church, relatives, and neighborhood activities have 

children who are less likely to be delinquent than 

children from higher risk families with weak 

connections to school, church, relatives, and 

neighborhood activities 
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Analysis Procedures 

The following schemata in Figure 1 (page 65) outlines 

the division between the independent variables; the 

mediating variables; and the dependent variables. The 

relationship between these variables was established using 

the following methodology: 

1. SPSS for Windows was used as the statistical 

software package for this research. A subset of 

variables from the National Survey of Family and 

Households was downloaded from the ICPSR database to a 

personal computer. To work with such a huge number of 

cases and variables, steps were taken initially to 

organize and reduce the size of the data to a more 

manageable level. This was done for a clearer 

conceptual comprehension of the theoretical model and 

to assist in understanding the statistical analysis for 

interpreting the results and conclusions. The three 

dependent variables of child's emotional stability, 

school achievement, and delinquency were used as 

criteria to create three separate files in the 

computerized database for this study. 

2. The data were recoded and cleaned for missing 

cases. All cases that were recorded as "don't 
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know," "no answer," "inapplicable," "refused," 

"missing," have been excluded in this study. Babbie 

(1973) suggested several methods for handling missing 

data, such as averaging data, analyzing missing data 

and assigning the appropriate response, randomly 

assigning scores, and finally excluding subjects if the 

numbers available for analysis would be sufficient for 

viable analysis. In this study, the last option was 

used as a conservative choice to avoid "second 

guessing" the respondent. For example, respondents who 

do not report income do not do so for a myriad of 

reasons. The families may come from lower, middle, or -

higher income brackets and the probability for error in 

assigning approximate income is too high. 

3. Indexes were constructed that reduced the 

complexity of the measurements. For example, the 12 

questions that measured the mothers' psychological 

health were reduced to a single score. 

4. A correlation matrix using Pearson's zero order 

correlation was constructed to examine for 

multicollinearity. 

5. Descriptive data for the samples such as frequency 

tables and percentages were calculated. 
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6. A t test for independent samples measuring differences 

in means was used to test if single mothers versus 

mothers from two-parent families are a high-risk group. 

7. Pearson's zero order correlation was used to test 

for hypotheses 1 through 15. 

8. Two separate stepwise multiple regressions on each of 

the three dependent variables were used to test 

hypotheses 16-18. Stepwise multiple regression was 

used to select any statistically significant 

relationships between the independent variables and the 

dependent variables. Only those independent variables 

that remained in the equation which were significantly 

related to the dependent variable were further 

selected and then combined with the mediating 

mesosystem variables. 

9. Stepwise multiple regression was used to test the 

effects of the selected and remaining family 

microsystem measures and the mediating effects of 

selected mesosystem linkages on each of the three 

dependent variables. 
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Each of these statistical techniques were used 

progressively to explore the causal and linear relationships 

that have been theoretically established between the family 

microsystem measures, the mediating variables of the 

mesosystem linkages, and the child's social adjustment. 
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Figure 1 

Factors Associated with Childhood Social Adjustment 

Independent Variables: Family Microsystem Measures 

Family Status: Single parent/Two-parent 

Mother's psychological adjustment: Lower/Higher 

Family income: Lower income/Higher income 

Mother's education: Lower education/Higher education 

Mother's ethnicity: Minority/White 

Mediating Variables: Mesosvstem Linkages 

School connections 

Church connections 

Relative connections 

Neighbor connections 

Dependent Variables: Child's Social Adjustment 

Child's emotional stability 

Child's school achievement 

Child's delinquency 



CHAPTER 5 

ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 

The analysis for this research utilized the statistical 

software SPSS-X for Windows (Norusis, 1995). Statistical 

analyses in this study included frequency distributions and 

percentages, Pearson's correlation matrices, means of 

selected variables, t tests, and stepwise multiple 

regression. 

In this study three overlapping sub-samples were used 

to test the effects of the independent and mediating 

variables on the three dependent variables. The three 

dependent variables were the child's emotional stability, 

school achievement, and delinquency. All of the subsamples 

included the same independent and mediating variables for 

all of the analyses except for the final stepwise regression 

analysis. The independent and mediating variables remaining 

for final stepwise regression analysis were unknown until 

prior statistical procedures were completed. 

This chapter includes a separate and complete analysis 

using the above statistical techniques for each of the three 

dependent variables. The most relevant findings are 

reported and all of the sequential steps are documented that 
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culminated in the final stepwise regression analysis for 

each of the three sub-samples. 

Children's Emotional Stability 

Throughout this study, several, both statistically and 

conceptually interesting, relationships emerged between the 

independent variables and the mediating variables. These 

findings are documented and discussed throughout this 

chapter. The first section of analysis includes descriptive 

data such as frequencies and percentages. Of special 

interest and of central concern to this study was the 

relationship of household type to factors that may suggest 

that children in single-parent families are at risk. 

Descriptive Data 

The first sub-sample with the child's emotional 

stability as the dependent variable had a total of 612 

cases. Household types included 332 two-parent families and 

280 single-parent families (see Table 1). Only households 

where the mother was the respondent were included. 
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Table 1 
Distribution of Household Type for Child's 

Emotional Stability Sub-Sample 

Type 

Two-parent 
mother 

Single-parent 
mother 

Percent 

54.2 

45.8 

N = 612 

The distribution of respondents' mothers' psychological 

well-being measures (Table 2) suggested an expected range of 

scores. Most of the mothers (63%) reported high 

psychological well-being by reporting problems zero days per 

week. The reported values descended sequentially with only 

14 mothers who felt depressed six days per week. The 

exception was a greater number of mothers who reported low 

psychological well-being over all seven days of the week 

(N = 34). 
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Table 2 

Distribution of Mother's Psychological Well-being 
for Child's Emotional Stability Sub-Sample 

Mode days per Values Percent 
week reporting 
poor functioning 

0 63.4 

1 1 2 . 2 

2 5.1 

3 4.6 

4 3.0 

5 4.6 

6 2 . 2 

7 5.1 

N = 612 

The distribution of family income for the sub-sample 

was available for all 612 families. It was recorded on a 

continuous format and ranged from $0 per year through 

$771,000 per year. Family income was recoded into seven 

categories to facilitate presentation and an understanding 

of how income was clustered. The frequency distribution is 

presented in Table 3. All income groups were represented, 

but the majority of families (57%) earned less than $30,000 

per year. About 20% of families made less than $10,000 per 
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year. Wealthier families (those making $60,000 or more per 

year) also represent about 20% of the sub-sample population. 

Family income was then recoded into continuous data for 

later multiple regression analysis. 

Table 3 

Distribution of Total Family Income for 
Child's Emotional Stability Sub-Sample 

Income Percent 

$0 - 9999 18.5 

$10000 - 19999 21.5 

$20000 - 29999 16.9 

$30000 - 39999 12.9 

$40000 - 49999 7.8 

$50000 - 59999 5.2 

$60000 or more 18.2 

Range $0 - $771,000 N = 612 

x = $35,626 

The mother respondent's education which was divided 

into twenty-one levels, was collapsed into nine designations 
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ranging from no education through doctorate or professional 

degree (see Table 4). The designations represented, the 

highest educational level attained by the respondent. About 

19% of the respondents had attained less than a high school 

education. The modal education level achieved was that of 

high school graduate with 271 respondents or 44.3% of the 

population having completed this level. One-hundred and 

forty-five or 23.6% of the respondents had attended some 

college or had attained an associate's degree, and 42 or 

6.9% of the respondents had completed a bachelor's degree. 

Only about 6% of the sub-sample were either in graduate 

school or has attained a master's degree or a 

doctorate/professional degree. 
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Table 4 

Distribution of Respondents' Educational Level 
for Child's Emotional Stability Sub-Sample 

Variable Percent 

No formal education .2 

First through 1.1 
sixth grade 

Seventh through 5.8 
ninth grade 

Tenth through 11.6 
eleventh grade 

High school graduate 44.3 

Attended some college 23.6 
or associate degree 

Bachelor's degree 6.9 

Enrolled grad. sch. 6.4 
master's degree 
enrolled post masters 

Doctorate/professional .2 

N = 612 

Each respondent's race choice included nine categories, 

including Black, White, Mexican American, Puerto Rican, 

Cuban, Other Hispanic, American Indian, Asian, and Other 

(see Table 5). All respondents reported one of the first 

eight designations. Most of the respondent mothers were 
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white, and the next largest group was black. Later, in this 

study, the groupings were recoded for multiple regression 

into dummy variables where 0 = White; and 1 = Minority (all 

other designations). 

Table 5 

Distribution of Respondents' Race for Child's 
Emotional Stability Sub-Sample 

Race/Ethnicity Percent 

Black 15.6 

White 71.7 

Mexican American 7.2 

Puerto Rican 1.6 

Cuban .6 

Other Hispanic 1.6 

American Indian .6 

Asian 1.1 

N = 612 

The following section provides descriptive statistics 

in four mesosystem variables, i.e., the respondents' school, 

religious, relative, and neighborhood connections. 

Generally, respondents had very little involvement in 

parent-teacher organizations or other school activities at 
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their child's school (Table 6). A majority of parents (66%; 

406 respondents) had no organizational involvement at all. 

Only 108 respondents (17.6%) spent one hour a week in school 

activities, and only about 16% of respondents spent two 

hours a week or more involved in their child's school. 

Table 6 

Distribution of Respondents' School Connections 
for Child's Emotional Stability Sub-Sample 

Hours per week in Percent 
child's school 
activities 

0 66.3 

1 17.6 

2 6 . 0 

3 3.6 

4 2.0 

5 or more 4.4 

N = 612 

The distribution of the respondents' church attendance 

revealed that most families attended church, but not 

necessarily with regularity (see Table 7). The vast 

majority of respondents reported some attendance at church 

(81%). The frequency ranged from one to sixty-five times 
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per year. It was unclear if "attending religious services" 

includes attendance at weddings and funerals. The data for 

this question and all questions in this section was later 

recoded to a continuous format for multiple regression 

analysis. 

Table 7 

Distribution of Respondents' Church Attendance 
for Child's Emotional Stability Sub-Sample 

Number of times Percent 
reported 

0 19.3 

1 41.2 

2 17.8 

3 10.3 

4 5.2 

5 1.5 

6 2.6 

7 .3 

8-65 1.8 

N = 612 

Respondents' involvement with relatives suggested close 

contact with this extra-familial social group (see Table 8). 
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The modal time spent with relatives was several times a year 

(33.7%), followed by once a month (24.5%), and once a week 

(21.2%). Only about 11% of respondents never spent time 

with their relatives. 

Table 8 

Distribution of Respondents' Contact with Relatives 
for Child's Emotional Stability Sub-Sample 

Time spent with Percent 
relatives 

Never 10.9 

Several times yr. 33.7 

Once a month 24.5 

Once a week 21.2 

Several times wk. 9.6 

~ N = 612 

Respondents' involvement with neighbors suggested a 

less frequent contact with this group than with relatives 

(see Table 9). The modal time spent with neighbors was 

never (37.6%), followed by several times a year (20.3%), and 

from once a month through several times a week (43%). 
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Table 9 

Distribution of Respondents' Contact with Neighbors 
for Child's Emotional Stability Sub-Sample 

Time spent with Percent 
neighbors 

Never 37.6 

Several times yr. 20.3 

Once a month 16.7 

Once a week 18.5 

Several times wk. 7.0 

N = 612 

The respondent child's emotional stability was the 

dependent variable under study in the first sub-sample 

section (see Table 10). The respondent mother was asked how 

often in the last three months their child aged 12 to 18 

years old was unhappy, sad or depressed. About half of the 

mothers reported that their child was never unhappy or 

depressed, and about half reported that their child was 

sometimes unhappy or depressed. About 5% reported that 

their child was often unhappy or depressed. 
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Table 10 

Distribution of Mother's Perception of their 
Child's Emotional Stability 

Child is unhappy Percent 
or depressed 

Often true 5.6 

Sometimes true 46.7 

Not true 47. 7 

N = 612 

Single and Two-Parent Families 

Previous research has suggested that single-parent 

families compared to two-parent families are vulnerable to 

the exigencies of daily life. These inequities that single-

parent families experience put them at a disadvantage. This 

section, using t tests for measuring differences in means, 

tested if single-parent families are a high-risk group 

compared to two-parent families (see Table 11). 
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Table 11 

Results of T Tests of Means of Selected Variables by Single 
& Two-Parent Families. Dependent Variable: 

Child's Emotional Stability 

Variables 

Mother's psychological 
well-being index score 
0=good, 7=poor 

Annual family income ($) 

Mother's education (yrs) 

Mother's minority status 
0=White l=Minority 

Single-Parent 
Families 

1.48** 

16,624*** 

12.32** 

.40*** 

School connections (hrs/wk) .91 

Church connections 2.0 
times attended 

Relatives connections 1.93 
0=never, 4=several times wk 

Neighbor connections 1.54** 
0=never, 4=several times wk 

Child's emotional stability 2.40 
l=often unhappy, 3=never unhappy 

Two-Parent 
Families 

0.98** 

51,651*** 

12.84** 

.18*** 

1.1 

1.78 

1.77 

1.23** 

2.43 

cp < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001 N = 615 

An examination of the means of the research variables 

suggests several significant differences between single-

parent families and two-parent families. Single-mothers had 

a significantly lower psychological adjustment than two-
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parent mothers, although both groups had relatively good 

scores, suggesting good psychological well-being, overall. 

One of the most remarkable differences to emerge 

between two groups in this study was the income gap between 

single-parent families and two-parent familes. The average 

annual income for single-parent families was $16,624, or 32% 

of the average two-parent income of $51,651. 

Single mother's educational level (12.32 years) was 

significantly less than a married mother's educational level 

(12.84 years), although this difference amounted to only six 

months of education. Minorities were also significantly 

over-represented compared to whites as single mothers. 

With a low-average church attendance for both single-

parent and two-parent families, no significant difference 

existed in church attendance for each group. Single-parent 

families had more visits with relatives than two-parent 

families, but the difference was negligible. Single-parent 

visits with neighbors were significantly more frequent than 

their two-parent family counterparts. 

Overall, single-parent families compared to two-parent 

families had slightly better social connections with church, 

relatives, and neighbors, although single mothers spent less 

time for school activities. This overall slightly higher 

level of social connections for single mothers over two-

parent families was not associated with higher emotional 

stability scores, as the ecology of human development 
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paradigm would indicate. Children's emotional stability 

scores for both sampled single-parents (2.40) and two-parent 

families (2.43) was about the same. Based upon t-test for 

difference in means, social connections do not appear to 

ameliorate the single-mother's lower psychological well-

being; lower family income; lower mother's education; and 

minority status for this group. 

Hypotheses Testing for Child's Emotional 

Stability Sub-sample 

This section only reported tests for hypotheses for the 

dependent variable, child's emotional stability. The other 

two variables, school achievement and delinquency are 

discussed in the next two sections. A zero order 

correlation matrix for the independent and mediating 

variables and child's emotional stability is presented in 

Table 12. 

The first hypothesis (Hypothesis #1) that children from 

single-parent families (value = 1) have lower emotional 

stability than children from two-parent families (value = 0) 

was not supported (r = -.02, p = .583). Although the 

direction of the correlation does support the hypothesis 

that children from single-parent families have lower 

emotional stability, the negative direction is so weak, 

interpretation is inconclusive. 
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The second hypothesis (Hypothesis #4) that children 

from families whose mother has lower psychological 

adjustment have lower emotional stability than children from 

families whose mother has higher psychological adjustment 

was supported (r = -.16, p = .000). The more days in a week 

a mother reported being unhappy, sad or depressed, the more 

likely the mother reported their child's behavior as 

unhappy, sad or depressed. 

The third hypothesis (Hypothesis #7) that children from 

families who have lower income have lower emotional 

stability than children from families who have high income 

was supported, although the relationship was weak (r = .09, -

p = .035). Considering the substantial range in family 

incomes (e.g., single-parent families' annual income of 

$16,624 vs. two-parent families' annual income of $51, 651), 

"the child's emotional stability seemed largely unaffected by 

these family income differences. 

The fourth hypothesis (Hypothesis #10) that children 

from families whose mother has a lower education have lower 

emotional stability than children from families whose mother 

has a higher education was not supported (r = -.05, 

p = .198). The negative sign suggested that although the 

correlation was very weak, the more education a mother had, 

the more unhappy the child. 

The fifth hypothesis (Hypothesis #13) that children 

from families whose mother is a minority have lower 
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emotional stability than children from families whose mother 

is white was not supported (r = .16, p = .000). The data in 

this study suggested the opposite: that children from white 

families were more likely to be unhappy, sad or depressed 

than children from minority families. 

There were three variables that were significantly 

related to children's emotional stability. Two of these 

variables were in the expected direction: mother's 

psychological well-being, and family income. The more the 

mother was depressed, the more likely their children were 

depressed, and the lower the family income, the more likely 

the child was be depressed, although this latter 

relationship was weaker than expected. The third variable, 

ethnicity played an unexpected role in predicting children's 

emotional stability. Children from white families were more 

likely to be depressed than children from minority families. 

In summary, the more the mother was depressed, and the 

lower the family income, the lower the child's emotional 

stability. Utilizing regression analysis, the next section 

will further test the strength of these relationships and 

test for the combined effects of the mesosystem variables. 

Stepwise Multiple Regression Analysis 

Before implementing any advanced statistical 

techniques, tests for multicollinearity were conducted. 
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Multicollinearity occurs when the independent variables are 

highly correlated with each other and are explaining much of 

the same variability in the dependent variable. In order to 

identify possible multicollinearity problems, zero-order 

correlation coefficients between the independent, mediating, 

and dependent variables were examined (Table 12). No 

multicollinearity problems (greater than .65) were revealed. 

Stepwise multiple regression was used to select for 

statistically significant relationships between the 

independent variables and the dependent variables. Only 

those independent variables that remained in the equation as 

significantly related to the dependent variable were further 

selected and then combined with the mediating mesosystem 

variables. Stepwise multiple regression was then used to 

test the effects of the selected remaining family 

microsystem measures and the mediating effects of selected 

mesosystem linkages on each of the three dependent 

variables. Each of these statistical techniques was used 

sequentially to explore the causal and linear relationships 

that have been theoretically established between the family 

microsystem measures, the mediating variables of the 

mesosystem linkages, and the child's emotional stability. 
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Stepwise Multiple Regression: Step 1 

All of the independent variables (hhtype, welbeing, 

money, mothered, and ethnic) were entered in the first 

stepwise regression (see Table 13). Three variables 

(welbeing, money, and ethnic) were selected for further 

analysis, and two variables (hhtype and mothered) were 

removed. 

The selection criteria for variables is the probability 

associated with the F statistic called probability of F-to-

enter (PIN, with a default of .05). The removal criteria 

for variables is the probability associated with the F 

statistic called probability of F-to-remove (POUT, with a 

default of .10). A variable was only entered into an 

equation if the probability associated with the F test was 

less than or equal to .05. After the second variable was 

entered, the first variable was re-examined to see whether 

it should be removed according to the removal criteria 

(POUT) and so on through all the selected variables 

(Norusis, 1993). Although the F test was not used directly 

in this study, the F probabilities are equivalent to those 

probabilities associated with the t test (Norusis, 1993). 



Table 13 

Stepwise Multiple Regression for 
Children's Emotional Stability 

Step 1 
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Variables 

welbeing 
money 
ethnic 

Variables in the Equation 

B Beta 

-.041753 
1.36983E-06 

.235497 

,145295 
102154 
,177992 

-3.667 
2.530 
4.440 

Sig T 

.0003 

.0117 

.0000 

hhtype 
mothered 

Variables not in the Equation 

Beta In 

-.010288 
-.059981 

-.235 
•1.414 

Sig T 

.8142 

.1579 

Multiple R .24483 

R Square .05994 

Adjusted R Square .05530 

N = 615 

The remaining variables of welbeing, money, and ethnic, 

selected in the stepwise regression produced an R square of 

.059. In other words, about 6% of the variability in the 

child's emotional stability is attributable to the combined 

effects of the above independent variables. Of the 

variables used in the stepwise regression, welbeing, money, 
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and ethnic had Beta scores greater than or equal to .10 and 

were statistically significant at the desired level. This 

suggests that mother's psychological well-being, family 

income, and ethnicity significantly affects the child's 

reported emotional stability. The more healthy the mother's 

psychological well-being, the more emotionally stable is 

their child (Beta = -.15). The higher the families' income, 

the higher the child's emotional stability (Beta = .10). 

The more likely the mother is a minority, the higher the 

child's emotional stability (Beta = .18). Ethnicity was the 

most important single factor affecting the child's emotional 

stability, followed by mother's psychological well-being, 

and family income. The results are the same for the T test. 

Ethnicity being the most powerful factor predicting the 

child's emotional stability, followed by mother's 

psychological well-being and family income. 

Stepwise Multiple Regression: Step 2 

The next step was to assess the importance of whether 

the mesosystem variables mediate the harmful effects of the 

remaining independent variables in the stepwise regression 

(see Table 14). The four mediating variables of school, 

church, relatives, and neighbor connections were included in 

Step 2 along with the three remaining independent variables 

of well-being, income, and ethnicity. 
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The sixth hypothesis (Hypothesis #16) that higher risk 

families with strong connections to school, church, 

relatives, and neighborhood activities have children that 

are less likely to be emotionally unstable than children 

from higher risk families with weak connections to school, 

church, relatives, and neighborhood activities was not 

supported. None of the mesosystem variables had a 

significant influence in mediating the harmful effects of 

the independent variables on the child's emotional 

stability. 



Table 14 

Stepwise Multiple Regression for 
Children's Emotional Stability 

Step 2 
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Variable 

welbeing 
money 
ethnic 

Variables in the Equation 

B Beta 

041753 
1.36983E-06 

.235497 

.145295 
102154 
.177992 

-3.667 
2.530 
4.440 

Sig T 

.0003 

.0117 

.0000 

Variable 

skoolcon 
church 
relink 
commune 

Variables not in the Equation 

Beta In T 

.063246 
040201 
.004498 
012918 

1.604 
1 . 0 2 0 
.113 
.327 

Sig T-

.1093 

.3081 

.9100 

.7437 

Multiple R .24483 

R Square .05994 

Adjusted R Square .05530 

N = 615 
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Children's School Achievement 

The dependent variable, school achievement was the 

second of the three sub-samples that were analyzed in this 

study. Statistical analyses included frequency 

distributions and percentages; Pearson's correlation 

matrices; means and t tests of selected variables; and 

stepwise multiple regression. 

Again, several both statistically and conceptually 

interesting relationships emerged between the independent 

variables and the mediating variables. The first section of 

analysis includes descriptive data such as frequencies and 

percentages and special attention is focused on factors that 

suggest that single-parent families are at risk. 

Descriptive Data 

The second sub-sample with child's school achievement 

as the dependent variable had a total of 595 cases. As with 

the first sub-sample, household type included mostly mothers 

in two-parent families (N = 325), with 270 mothers in 

single-parent families (see Table 15). 
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Table 15 

Distribution of Household Type for Child's 
School Achievement Sub-Sample 

Type Percent 

Two-parent 54.2 
mother 

S ingle-parent 
mother 45.6 

N = 595 

The distribution of respondents' mothers' psychological 

well-being measures (see Table 16) suggested an expected 

range of scores. Most of the mothers (63%) reported high 

psychological well-being by reporting problems zero days per 

week. The reported values descended sequentially with only 

14 mothers who feel depressed six days per week. The 

exception was a greater number of mothers who reported low 

psychological well-being over all seven days of the week 

(N = 33). 
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Table 16 

Distribution of Mother's Psychological Well-being 
for Child's School Achievement Sub-Sample 

Mode days per Values Percent 
week reporting 
poor functioning 

0 63.0 

1 12.4 

2 4.9 

3 4.5 

4 3.5 

5 3.7 

6 2.4 

7 "5.5 

-
N = 595 

The distribution of family income was available for all 

595 families. It was recoded on a continuous format and 

ranged from $0 per year through $336,950 per year. Family 

income was recoded into seven categories in the following 

frequency distribution to facilitate an understanding how 

income is clustered. The frequency distribution is 

presented in Table 17. The majority of families (56%) 

earned less than $30,000 per year. The average family 

income was $35,837. 
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Table 17 

Distribution of Total Family Income for 
Child's School Achievement Sub-Sample 

Income Percent 

$0 - 9999 18.5 

$10000 - 19999 20.8 

$20000 - 29999 16.2 

$30000 - 39999 12.7 

$40000 - 49999 8.3 

$50000 - 59999 5.0 

$60000 or more 18.5 

Range $0 - $336,950 N = 595 

x = $35/837 

The mother respondent's education level which was 

divided into twenty-one levels, was collapsed into nine 

designations, ranging from no education through doctorate or 

professional degree (see Table 18). About 19% of the 

respondents had attained less than a high school education. 

The modal designation was high school graduate with 263 

respondents or 44.1% of the population having completed this 

level. Forty-one respondents (6.9%) had completed a 

bachelor's degree, and 18 respondents (3%) had completed a 

master's degree. One respondent had earned a doctorate. 
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Table 18 

Distribution of Respondent's Educational Level 
for Child's School Achievement Sub-Sample 

Variable Percent 

No formal education .2 

First through 1.1 
sixth grade 

Seventh through 5.9 
ninth grade 

Tenth through 11.7 
eleventh grade 

High school graduate 44.1 

Attended some college 24.0 
or associate degree 

Bachelor's degree 6.9 

Enrolled grad. Sch. 6.0 
master's degree 
enrolled post masters 

doctorate/professional .2 

N = 595 

Each respondent's race choice included nine categories, 

including Black, White, Mexican American, Puerto Rican, 

Cuban, Other Hispanic, American Indian, Asian, and Other, 

(see Table 19). Most of the respondent mothers were white 

(71.7%), followed by Black (15.6%), and Mexican American 



95 

(7.2%). Minorities were slightly over-sampled in this 

study. 

Table 19 

Distribution of Respondents' Race for Child's 
School Achievement Sub-Sample 

Race/Ethnicity Percent 

Black 15.5 

White 71.9 

Mexican American 7.1 

Puerto Rican 1.7 

Cuban .6 

Other Hispanic 1.7 

American Indian .6 

Asian 1.1 

N = 595 

The following section describes, along with Tables 20 

though 23, the four mesosystem variables of school, church, 

relative, and neighbor connections. Again, respondents had 

very little involvement in parent-teacher organizations or 

school activities at their child's school (see Table 20). A 

majority of parents (65.5%) had no involvement in school 

activities, followed by 18% of parents who were involved for 
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about one hour per week. About 16% of parents were involved 

in their child's school activities two or more hours per 

week. 

Table 20 

Distribution of Respondents' School Connections 
for Child's School Achievement Sub-Sample 

Hours per week in Percent 
child's school 

activities 

0 66.5 

1 18.0 

2 6 . 2 

3 3.7 

4 2.0 

5 or more 4.5 

N = 595 

The distribution of the respondents' church attendance 

again reveals the majority of respondents reported some 

attendance at church (81%). Their regularity was variable 

(see Table 21). About 20% of respondents never go to church 

at all. 
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Table 21 

Distribution of Respondent's Church Attendance 
for Child's School Achievement Sub-Sample 

Number of times Percent 
reported 

0 19.3 

1 40.8 

2 18.3 

3 10.3 

4 5.0 

5 1.3 

6 2.7 

7 .3 

8-65 1.8 

N = 595 

Respondents' involvement with relatives suggested close 

contact with this extra-familial social group (see Table 

22). The modal time spent with relatives was several times 

a year (33.8%), followed by once a month (24.4%), and once a 

week (21.3%). A small proportion of respondents (11.3%) 

never spent time with their relatives. 
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Table 22 

Distribution of Respondents' Contact with Relatives 
for Child's School Achievement Sub-Sample 

Time spent with Percent 
relatives 

Never 11.3 

Several times yr. 33.8 

Once a month 24.4 

Once a week 21.3 

Several times wk. 9.2 

N = 595 

Respondents' involvement with neighbors suggested less 

frequent contact with this group than with relatives (see 

Table 23). The modal time spent with neighbors was never 

(38.2%), followed by several times a year (20.2%), and once 

a week (18.2%). 
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Table 23 

Distribution of Respondents' Contact with Neighbors 
for Child's School Achievement Sub-Sample 

Time spent with Percent 
neighbors 

Never 38.2 

Several times yr. 20.2 

Once a month 16.5 

Once a week 

CNI 

00 
rH

 

Several times wk. 7.1 

N =595 

The respondent child's school achievement was the 

dependent variable under study in the second sub-sample 

section (see Table 24). The respondent mother was asked 

what sort of grades does their child get. There were nine 

designations ranging from "mostly A's through "mostly F's." 

The modal grade was "A's and B's" (25.1%), followed by 

"B's and C's" (21.8%), and "mostly B's" (16%). About 8% of 

students received "mostly C's and D's" or lower grades 

through "mostly F's". 
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Table 24 

Distribution of Mother's Perception of their Child's Grades 
for Child's School Achievement Sub-Sample 

Mother's perception 
of child's grades 

Mostly A's 

A's and B's 

Mostly B's 

B's and C's 

Mostly C's 

C1s and D's 

Mostly D's 

D's and F1s 

Mostly F's 

Percent 

14.8 

25.1 

1 6 . 0 

21.8 

13.8 

5.5 

1.5 

1.0 

.2 

N = 595 

Single and Two-Parent Families 

Using child's school achievement as the dependent 

variable, and t tests for measuring differences in Means, 

this section tested if single-parent families are a high-

risk group compared to two-parent families (see Table 25) 

Single mothers had a significantly lower psychological 
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adjustment than two-parent mothers, reporting feeling 

depressed about one and half days per week compared to 

feeling depressed less than a day per week for two-parent 

mothers. 

Single mothers also received a much lower family income 

($16,702 vs. $51,734). The average annual income for 

single-parent families was also considerably lower than the 

average for all groups ($35,837). Single mothers only had 

12.30 years of education compared to married mothers' 

completed education of 12.86 years, and single parents were 

much more likely to be minority than white. 

Based on descriptive statistics, there was no 

significant difference between single-parent and two-parent 

families in their connections to school, church, and 

relatives. Single-parent mothers had significantly more 

frequent neighbor visits than two-parent mothers, although 

these neighbor connections did not sufficiently mediate the 

single-parent child's lower school achievement. 

Single-parent mothers reported on average their 

children making significantly lower grades (3.52 - "mostly 

B's and C's") than children from two-parent families (3.04 -

"mostly B's"). The risks of being part of a single-parent 

family were suggested in these lower reported school grades 

for these children. 
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Table 25 

Results of T Tests of Means of Selected Variables: Single & 
Two-Parent Families. Dependent Variable: 

Child's School Achievement 

Variables Single-Parent 
Families 

Mother's psychological 
well-being index score 1.49** 
0=good, 7=poor 

Annual family income ($) 16,702*** 

Mother's education (yrs) 12.30** 

Mother's minority status .41*** 
0=White l=Minority 

School connections (hrs/wk) .94 

Church connections 2.1 
times attended 

Relatives connections 1.92 
0=never/ 4=several times wk 

Neighbor connections 1.52** 
0=never, 4=several times wk 

Child's school achievement 3.52*** 
l=mostly A's, 9=mostly F's 

Two-Parent 
Families 

0.99** 

51,734*** 

12.86** 

.18*** 

1.16 

1.73 

1.76 

1.22** 

3.04*** 

*p < .05 * * p < .01 ***P < .001 N = 595 
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Hypotheses Testing for Child's School Achievement Sub-Sample 

This section only tested for hypotheses for the 

dependent variable, child's school achievement. The third 

variable, delinquency will be discussed in the next section. 

A zero order correlation matrix for independent and 

mediating variables and child's school achievement is 

presented in Table 26. 

The first hypothesis (Hypothesis #2) that children from 

single-parent families (value = 1) have lower school 

achievement than children from two-parent families (value = 

0) was supported (r = .14, p = .01). Children from a 

single-parent home were more likely to have lower grades 

compared to children from two-parent families. 

The second hypothesis (Hypothesis #5) that children 

from families whose mother has lower psychological 

adjustment have lower school achievement than children from 

families whose mother has higher psychological adjustment 

was supported (r = .11, p = .01). In other words, the more 

days in a week a mother reported being unhappy, sad or 

depressed, the more likely their child had lower grades. 

The third hypothesis (Hypothesis #8) that children from 

families who have lower income have lower school achievement 

than children from families who have higher income was 

supported (r = -.09, p = .02), although the relationship is 

weak to moderate. 
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The fourth hypothesis (Hypothesis #11) that children 

from families whose mother has lower education have lower 

school achievement than children from families whose mother 

has higher education was supported (r = -.10, p = .01). The 

higher the mother's educational attainment, the better the 

child's grades were likely to be. 

The fifth hypothesis (Hypothesis #14) that children 

from families whose mother is a minority have lower school 

achievement than children from families whose mother is 

white was not supported (r = .01, p = .84). There was no 

statistically significant difference in children's school 

grades between white families and minority families. 

There were four variables that were significantly 

related to childrens' school achievement, and all of these 

variables were in the expected direction. Children from 

"single-parent homes were more likely to have lower grades 

compared to children from two-parent families; the more days 

in a week a mother reported being unhappy, sad or depressed, 

the more likely their child had lower grades; children from 

families who had lower income had lower school achievement 

than children from families who had higher income; the 

higher the mother's educational attainment, the better the 

child's grades were likely to be. Ethnicity was not 

statistically significant in determining school grades. 
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In summary, several factors, largely outside the 

control of the child, put the child at sociocultural risk. 

The child's school achievement is not just influenced by 

what goes on in the classroom and school setting, but also 

by the home environment and larger political realities. The 

factors in the above section that affect the child's school 

achievement were beyond the control of the child, and in 

this study adversely affected the child's grades. 

The multiple factors that were significantly related to 

poor school achievement, such as being a single-parent, 

being depressed, and having low income are often also 

outside of the control of the parent. This overall climate 

of little family control over several contingencies had a 

combined effect in lower school achievement for children of 

these at-risk families. Lower school grades may also have a 

negative feedback function in that poor school achievement 

adds stress to families where the mother is already 

depressed by low income or other problems. 

This next section further tests the strength of the 

above relationships and examines how mesosystem variables of 

church, school, relatives, and neighbors may mediate a high-

risk environment for the child. 
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Stepwise Multiple Regression Analysis 

Stepwise multiple regression was again used to select 

any statistically significant relationships between the 

independent variables and Child's School Achievement. Zero-

order correlation coefficients were first examined for 

possible multicollinearity for the independent, mediating, 

and dependent variables (Table 26, page 103). No problems 

for multicollinearity (greater than .65) were revealed. A 

two-step multiple regression was used to sequentially 

explore the causal and linear relationships that have been 

theoretically established between the family microsystem 

measures, the mediating variables of the mesosystem 

linkages, and the child's school achievement. 

Stepwise Multiple Regression: Step 1 

All of the independent variables (hhtype, welbeing, 

money, mothered, and ethnic) were entered in the first 

stepwise regression (see Table 27). Two variables (hhtype 

and welbeing) were selected for further analysis, and three 

variables (money, mothered, and ethnic) were removed. The 

selection and removal criteria was explained in the previous 

section (page 87). 



Table 27 

Stepwise Multiple Regression for 
Children's School Achievement 

Step 1 
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Variables 

hhtype 
welbeing 

Variables in the Equation 

B Beta 

.439827 

.074108 
.129240 
.090796 

3.166 
2.224 

Sig T 

.0016 

.0265 

money 
mothered 
ethnic 

Variables not in the Equation 

Beta In 

.038651 

.079203 

.043878 

-.875 
•1.942 
-1.047 

Sig T 

.3820 

.0526 

.2955 

Multiple R .16657 

R Square .02775 

Adjusted R Square .02446 

N = 595 

The remaining variables of hhtype and welbeing selected 

in the stepwise regression produced an R squared of .027. 

About 3% of the variability in the child's school 

achievement was attributable to the combined effects of the 

above independent variables. Of the variables used in the 
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stepwise regression, household type and mother's 

psychological well-being had Beta scores equal to or greater 

than .09 and were statistically significant at the desired 

level. This suggests that household type, and mother's 

psychological well-being significantly affects the child's 

reported school achievement. The more likely the child is 

from a two-parent family, the higher the child's school 

grades (Beta = .13). The more healthy the mother's 

psychological well-being, the higher the child's school 

grades (Beta = .09). Household type was the most important 

single factor affecting the child's school achievement, 

followed by mother's psychological well-being. The results 

are the same for the t test; household type being the most 

powerful factor predicting the child's school achievement, 

followed by mother's psychological well-being. 

Stepwise Multiple Regression: Step 2 

The next step was to assess the importance of whether 

the mesosystem variables mediated the harmful effects of the 

remaining independent variables (hhtype and welbeing) in the 

stepwise regression (see Table 28). The four mediating 

variables of school, church, relatives, and neighbor 

connections were included in Step 2 along with the two 

remaining independent variables of household type and 

mother's psychological well-being. 



Table 28 

Stepwise Multiple Regression for 
Children's School Achievement 

Step 2 

110 

Variable 

hhtype 
welbeing 

Variables in the Equation 

B Beta 

.439827 

.074108 
.129240 
.090796 

3.166 
2.224 

Sig T 

.0016 

.0265 

Variable 

skoolcon 
church 
relink 
commune 

Variables not in the Equation 

Beta In T 

.018710 

.007110 

.024921 
,069172 

-.461 
-.175 
-.612 
-1.697 

Sig T 

.6449 

.8613 

.5405 

.0903 

Multiple R .16657 

R Square .02775 

Adjusted R Square .02446 

N = 595 

The sixth hypothesis (Hypothesis #17) that higher risk 

families with strong connections to school, church, 

relatives, and neighborhood activities have children that 

are less likely to have poor school achievement than 

children from higher risk families with weak connections to 
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school, church, relatives, and neighborhood activities was 

not supported. None of the mesosystem variables had a 

significant influence in mediating the harmful effects of 

single-parent families, or mother's low psychological well-

being on the child's school achievement. 

Children's Delinquency 

The dependent variable, delinquency is the third and 

last of the three sub-sample populations that were analyzed 

in this study. Statistical analyses included frequency 

distributions and percentages, Pearson's correlation 

matrices, means and t tests of selected variables, and 

stepwise multiple regression. 

The first section of analysis includes descriptive data 

such as frequencies and percentages. 

Descriptive Data 

The first sub-sample with delinquency as the dependent 

variable had a total of 1363 cases. Household types 

included 781 two-parent families and 582 single parent 

families (see Table 29). Only households where the mother 

was the respondent were included. 
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Table 29 
Distribution of Household Type for 

Delinquency Sub-Sample 

Type Percent 

Two-parent 56.8% 
mother 

Single-parent 
mother 43.2% 

N = 1363 

The distribution of respondents' mothers psychological 

well-being measures (see Table 30) suggested an expected 

range of scores. Most of the mothers (63%, N = 852) 

reported high psychological well-being by reporting problems 

zero days per week. The .reported values descended 

sequentially with only 27 mothers (2%) who felt depressed 

six days a week. The exception was a greater number of 

mothers who reported low psychological well-being over all 

seven days of the week (5.3%, N = 72,). 
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Table 30 

Distribution of Mother's Psychological Well-being 
for Delinquency Sub-Sample 

Mode days per Values Percent 
week reporting 
poor functioning 

0 62.5 

1 11.7 

2 7.6 

3 4.9 

4 3.2 

5 2.8 

6 2 . 0 

7 5.3 

N = 1363 

The distribution of family income for the sub-sample 

was available for all 1393 families. It was recorded on a 

continuous format ranging from $0 per year through $800,400 

per year. Family income was recoded into seven categories 

to facilitate an understanding of how income is clustered. 

The frequency distribution is presented in Table 31. All 

income groups were well represented. The majority of 

families (61.2%) earned less than $30,000 per year. About 
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22% of familes made less than $10,000 per year. The average 

income for this sub-sample was $34,064. 

Table 31 

Distribution of Total Family Income for 
Delinquency Sub-Sample 

Income Percent 

$0 - 9999 21.6 

$10000 - 19999 20.1 

$20000 - 29999 18.8 

$30000 - 39999 12.8 

$40000 - 49999 8.3 

$50000 - 59999 4.9 

$60000 or more 13.3 

Range $0 - $800,400 N = 1363 

x = $34,064 

The mother respondent's education which was divided 

into twenty-one levels was collapsed into nine designations 

ranging from no education through doctorate or professional 

degree (see Table 32). About 18% of the respondents had 

attained less than a high school education. The modal 

education level achieved was high school graduate with 
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616 respondents or 45,2% of the sub-sample having completed 

this level, followed by some college (23.4%), and tenth 

through eleventh grade (11%). 

Table 32 

Distribution of Respondents' Educational Level 
for Delinquency Sub-Sample 

Variable Percent 

No formal education .1 

First through 1.8 
sixth grade 

Seventh through 4.8 
ninth grade 

Tenth through 11.0 
eleventh grade 

High school graduate 45.2 

Attended some college 23.4 
or associate degree 

Bachelor's degree 7.5 

Enrolled grad. sch. 5.9 
master's degree 
enrolled post masters 

Doctorate/professional .3 

N = 1363 

The respondent's race choice included nine categories, 

including Black, White, Mexican-American, Puerto Rican, 

Cuban, Other Hispanic, American Indian, Asian, and Other 
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(see Table 33). Most of the respondent mothers were White, 

(69.8%), followed by Black (16.4%), Mexican-American (7.9%), 

Puerto Rican (1.7%) and Other Hispanic (1.7%). 

Table 33 
Distribution of Respondents' Race for 

Delinquency Sub-Sample 

Race Percent 

Black 16.4 

White 69.8 

Mexican-American 7.9 

Puerto Rican 1.9 

Cuban .7 

Other Hispanic 1.8 

American Indian .6 

Asian .9 

N = 1363 

The following section documents the descriptive 

statistics that describe the four mesosystem variables of 

the respondents' school, religious, relative, and neighbor 

connections. Most of the respondents have little 

involvement in their child's school activities (see Table 

34). A majority of parents (59%; 804 respondents) had no 

organizational involvement at their child's school. About 
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20% of respondents spent one hour a week in school 

activities, and an additional 20% of respondents spent two 

hours a week or more. 

Table 34 
Distribution of Respondents School Connections 

for Delinquency Sub-Sample 

Hours per week in Percent 
child's school 
activities 

0 59.0 

1 20.5 

2 6.7 

3 3.7 

4 3.7 

5 or more 6.3 

N = 1363 

The distribution of the respondents' church attendance 

revealed that most families attended church, but not 

necessarily with regularity (see Table 35). Most 

respondents reported some attendance at church (80%). 
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Table 35 
Distribution of Respondents' Church Attendance 

for Delinquency Sub-Sample 

Number of times Percent 
reported 

0 19.6 

1 41.4 

2 
C
O
 • 

r
H
 

3 11.2 

4 4.2 

5 1.2 

6 1.8 

7 .4 

8-65 1.5 

N = 1363 

Respondent's involvement with relatives suggested 

moderate contact (see Table 36). The modal time spent with 

relatives was several times a year (30.4%), followed by once 

a week (25.5%), and once a month (24.6%). Only about 9% of 

the respondents never spent time with their relatives. 
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Table 36 
Distribution of Respondents' Contact with Relatives 

for Delinquency Sub-Sample 

Time spent with Percent 
relatives 

Never 9.2 

Several times yr. 30.4 

Once a month 24.6 

Once a week 25.5 

Several times wk. 10.3 

N = 1363 

Respondent's involvement with neighbors suggested a 

less frequent contact with this group than with relatives 

'(see Table 37). The modal time spent with neighbors is 

never (37.0%), followed by several times a year (19.2%), and 

once a month (17.9%). 
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Table 37 

Distribution of Respondent's Contact with Neighbors 
for Delinquency Sub-Sample 

Time spent with Percent 
neighbors 

Never 37.0 

Several times yr. 19.2 

Once a month 17.9 

Once a week 17.2 

Several times wk. 8.7 

N = 1363 

The respondent child's delinquency status was the 

dependent variable under study in the third sub-sample 

section (see Table 38). The respondent mother was asked if 

their child aged 12 to 18 years old had ever been in trouble 

with the police; if they had ever been suspended or expelled 

from school; and if they had ever run away from home. 

Additionally, the parent was asked if they had ever met with 

a teacher or the principal because of behavioral problems 

with any of their children. These questions were recoded 

into a delinquency index. 

A majority of the mothers reported that their child 

committed zero delinquent acts (71.8%). About 18% of 
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mothers reported their child committing one delinquent act, 

followed by 7% with two acts, 2% with one act, and_seven 

mothers (.5%) who said their child had committed four 

delinquent acts. This mother's estimation of their child's 

behavior may be optimistic considering that the mother may 

be unaware of all their child's activities, and also may not 

wish to disclose all their child's delinquent acts or 

"misbehaviors." 

Table 38 

Distribution of Mothers' Perception of their 
Child's Delinquency Status 

Affirmative to each Frequency Percent 
"delinquency" question 

zero to all questions 978 71.8 

"yes" to one question 254 18.6 

"yes" to two questions 95 7.0 

"yes" to three questions 29 2.1 

"yes" to four questions 7 .5 

N = 1363 
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Single and Two-Parent Families 

This section tests if single-parent families are a high 

delinquency group compared to two-parent families (see 

Table 39). 

Table 39 
Results of T Tests of Means of Selected Variables: Single 

and Two-Parent Families. Dependent Variable: 
Child's Delinquency. 

Variables Single-Parent 
Families 

Mother's psychological 
well-being index score 1.50*** 
0=good, 7=poor 

Annual family income ($) 14,692*** 

Mother's education (yrs) . 12.30** 

Mother's minority status .42*** 
0=White l=Minority 

School connections (hrs/wk) 1.08* 

Church connections 1.67 
times attended 

Relatives connections 
0=never, 4=several times wk 

Neighbor connections 
0=never, 4=several times wk 

Child's delinquency 
0=low deling. 4=hi delinq. 

*p < .05 **p < .01 

2.07** 

1.56** 

.51*** 

***p < .001 N 

Two-Parent 
Families 

O.93*** 

48,500*** 

12.86** 

.21*** 

1.48* 

1.65 

1.90** 

1.30** 

.33*** 

= 1363 
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An examination of the means of the research variables 

suggests several significant differences between single-

parent families and two-parent families. Single mothers had 

a lower psychological adjustment than two-parent mothers. 

Mothers in two-parent families averaged less than a day per 

week of depression or unhappiness; while single-mothers 

averaged one and a half days per week of depression. 

There existed again, with this sub-sample, a 

conspicuous income gap between single-parent families and 

two-parent families. The average annual income for single-

parent families was $14,692, or 30% of the average two-

parent income of $48,500. Single mother's average 

educational level (12.30 years) was significantly less than 

a two-parent mother's average educational level (12.84 

years), although both groups had completed some college. 

Minority mothers were much more likely to be single parents 

than white mothers. 

Two-parent mothers spent about one-and-a-half hours per 

week at their child's school involved in organizational 

activities; considerably more than a little over an hour per 

week for single-parent mothers. No significant differences 

existed in church attendance for either group. Single-

parent visits with relatives and neighbors were 

significantly more frequent than two-parent family visits 

with relatives and neighbors. 
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Overall, two-parent families had better connections 

with their child's school than single-parent families. 

There were negligible differences in church attendance 

between the two groups, but single-parent families had 

considerably more contact with their relatives and 

neighbors. 

This increased contact for single-parent families with 

relatives and neighbors was not predictive of a lower 

delinquency score for their children. The ecology of human 

development paradigm suggests that higher risk families put 

their children in jeopardy, and the significantly higher 

delinquency score for the children of single-parent families 

(x = .51, p = c.001) over two-parent families (x = .33, p = 

<.001) supports this proposition. 

Hypothesis Testing for Children's Delinquency Sub-Sample 

This section will only report tests for hypotheses for 

the dependent variable, child's delinquency. A zero-order 

correlation matrix for the independent and mediating 

variables and child's delinquency is presented in Table 40. 

The first hypothesis (Hypothesis #3) that children from 

single—parent families (value = 1) have higher delinquency 

rates than children from two-parent families (value = 2) was 

supported (r = .12, p = .000). The more likely a child 

comes from a single-parent family, the more likely they are 
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to be delinquent. 

The second hypothesis (Hypothesis #6) that children 

from families whose mother has lower psychological 

adjustment have higher delinquency rates than children from 

families whose mother has higher psychological adjustment 

was supported (r = .15, p = .000). The more days in a week 

the mother reported being unhappy, sad, or depressed, the 

more likely their child was involved in delinquent acts. 

The third hypothesis (Hypothesis #9) that children from 

families who have lower income have higher delinquency rates 

than children from families who have higher income was 

supported (r = -.07, p = .007). The relationship was weaker-

than expected, considering the income range, although the 

direction of the findings suggests again that lower income 

families are at risk. 

The fourth hypothesis (Hypothesis #12) that children 

from families whose mother has a lower education have higher 

delinquency rates than children from families whose mother 

has a high education was supported (r = -.07, p = .007). 

The relationship was weaker than expected, although again 

the direction of the findings suggested that less educated 

families put their children at developmental risk. 

The fifth hypothesis (Hypothesis #15) that children 

from families whose mother is a minority have higher 

delinquency rates than children from families whose mother 

is white was not supported (r = .03, p = .260). The 
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correlation was so weak that any conclusions about direction 

or meaning would be misleading. In this study, race was not 

a predictor of delinquency. 

There were four variables that were significantly 

related to delinquency. All of these variables were in the 

expected direction. Children from single-parent families 

had higher delinquency rates than children from two-parent 

families. The more days in a week the mother reported being 

unhappy, sad, or depressed, the more likely their child was 

involved in delinquent acts. The lower the family income, 

the more likely the child was delinquent, and the lower the 

mother's education, the more likely the child was involved 

in delinquent acts. 

In summary, a confluence of several factors contributed 

to the likelihood that children will become involved in 

delinquent acts, including living in a single-parent home, 

having a depressed mother, having low family income, and 

having a mother with lower education. It is a combination 

of the above factors that puts the child at developmental 

risk. The next section will further test the effects of the 

above risk factors on the child's delinquency status. 

Additional analysis will determine whether mesosystem 

variables mediate these risk factors within the family. 
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Stepwise Multiple Regression Analysis 

Zero-order correlation coefficients were first examined 

for possible multicollinearity for the independent, 

mediating, and dependent variables (Table 40). No problems 

for multicollinearity (greater than .65) were revealed. 

Stepwise multiple regression was used to select for 

statistically significant relationships between the 

independent variables and Child's Delinquency. A two-step 

multiple regression was used to sequentially explore the 

causal and linear relationships that have been theoretically 

established between the family microsystem measures, the 

mediating variables of the mesosystem linkages, and the 

child's delinquency. 

Stepwise Multiple Regression: Step 1 

All of the independent variables (hhtype, welbeing, 

money, mothered, and ethnic) were entered in the first 

stepwise regression (see Table 41). Two variables (hhtype 

and welbeing) were selected for further analysis, and three 

variables (money, mothered, and ethnic) were removed. 



Table 41 

Stepwise Multiple Regression for 
Children's Delinquency 

Step 1 
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Variables 

hhtype 
welbeing 

Variables in the Equation 

B Beta 

.155529 

.049627 
.101844 
.131409 

3.778 
4.875 

Sig T 

. 0002 

.0000 

money 
mothered 
ethnic 

Variables not in the Equation 

Beta In 

-.026453 
-.049382 
.002565 

-.927 
-1.833 

.094 

Sig T 

.3542 

.0671 

.9255 

Multiple R .17725 

R Square .03142 

Adjusted R Square .02999 

N = 1363 

The remaining variables of hhtype and welbeing selected 

in the stepwise regression produced an R square of .031. 

About 3% of the variability in the child's delinquency was 

attributable to the combined effects of hhtype and welbeing. 

Of the variables used in the stepwise regression, hhtype and 

welbeing had Beta scores greater than or equal to .10 and 

were statistically significant at the desired level. This 
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suggests that single parent vs two-parent household, and 

mother's psychological well-being significantly affects the 

variability in the child's delinquency. The more likely the 

household type was single-parent, the more likely the child 

was delinquent (Beta = .10). The lower the mother's 

psychological well-being, the more likely the child was 

delinquent (Beta = .13). Mother's psychological well-being 

was the most important single factor affecting the child's 

delinquency status, followed by household type. The results 

were the same for the t test: Mother's psychological well-

being was the most important factor predicting child's 

delinquency, followed by household type. 

The next step was to assess the importance of whether 

the mesosystem variables mediated the harmful effects of the 

remaining independent variables in the stepwise regression 

(see Table 42). The four mediating variables of school, 

church, relatives, and neighbor connections were included in 

Step 2 along with the two remaining independent variables of 

household type and mother's psychological well-being. 
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Table 42 

Stepwise Multiple Regression for 
Children's Delinquency 

Step 2 

Variables in the Ecruation 

Variable B Beta T Sig T 

hhtype 
welbeing 

.155529 

.049627 
.101844 3 
.131409 4 

.778 

.875 
.0002 
.0000 

Variables not in the Equation 

Variable Beta In T Sig T 

skoolcon 
church 
relink 
commune 

-.015668 
.007997 

-.034916 
.048007 

-1 
1 

.586 

.299 

.304 

.791 

.5579 

.7649 

.1924 

.0735 

Multiple R .17725 

R Square .03142 

Adjusted R Square .02999 

N = 1363 

The sixth hypothesis (Hypothesis #18) that higher risk 

families with strong connections to school, church, 

relatives, and neighbors have children that are less likely 

to be delinquent than children from higher risk families 

with weak connections to school, church, relatives, and 

neighbors was not supported. None of the mesosystem 
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variables had a significant influence in mediating the 

harmful effects of the independent variables on the child's 

delinquency. 

Summary of Major Findings 

In this study, three overlapping sub-samples were used 

to test the effects of the independent and mediating 

variables on the three dependent variables of child's 

emotional stability, school achievement, and delinquency. 

Statistical analyses in this study included frequency 

distributions and percentages, Pearson's correlation 

matrices, means of selected variables, t tests, and stepwise 

multiple regression. All of the sub-samples included the 

same independent and mediating variables for all of the 

analyses except the final stepwise regression. 

This study supported previous research suggesting that 

single-parent families compared to two-parent familes are 

more vulnerable to the exigencies of daily life. This study 

generally documented across all three sub-samples that 

compared to two-parent mothers, single mothers were more 

depressed, had much lower incomes, had less education, and 

were twice as likely to be part of a disadvantaged minority. 

Generally across all three sub-samples, two-parent 

families had more involvement than single-parent families in 
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their child's school. Both groups had irregular church 

attendance. Single-parent families had somewhat more 

contact with relatives, and more to do with neighbors than 

two-parent families. The latter was statistically 

significant across every sub-sample. 

Single-parents differed significantly from two-parent 

families in regard to two of the three dependent variables. 

Children from single-parent families had significantly lower 

grades compared to children from two-parent families; and 

children from single-parent families had significantly 

higher delinquency rates than children from two-parent 

families. Children's emotional stability seemed little 

affected by the difficulties of single-parent life. 

The first fifteen hypotheses were concerned with 

establishing what are higher risk families by testing the 

'relationships between the five family microsystem measures 

and the three dependent variables. Being a single mother, 

and being depressed were the most powerful predictors of 

lower emotional stability, lower school achievement, and 

delinquency. Lower family income and lower mother's 

education were the next two most powerful indicators of poor 

outcome for children. Ethnicity only played a significant 

role in predicting the child's emotional stability: 

children from white families were more likely to be 

depressed than children from minority families. 
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Stepwise multiple regression was used to test the 

effects of selected family microsystem measures and the 

mediating effects of selected mesosystem linkages on each of 

the three dependent variables. Mother's psychological well-

being, family income, and ethnicity accounted for about 6% 

of the variability in children's emotional stability. 

Household type and mother's psychological well-being 

accounted for only about 3% of the variability in children's 

school achievement. Household type and mother's 

psychological well-being accounted for only about 3% of the 

variability in children's delinquency. 

The second stepwise regression was to assess the 

importance of the mesosystem variables in mediating the 

harmful effects of the remaining independent variables. 

None of the mesosystem variables had a significant influence 

in mediating the harmful effects of household type, mother's 

psychological well-being, or ethnicity on the child's 

emotional stability, school achievement, or delinquency. 

The effects of the mesosystem variables were too weak to 

mediate any harmful effects of higher risk families in this 

study. 



CHAPTER 6 

DISCUSSION AND FINAL CONCLUSIONS 

This study examined, how social connections beyond 

families affect children's social adjustment and attempted 

to identify which families are exposed to greater 

sociocultural risk. This chapter will review the study's 

findings categorized by the three dependent variables of 

child's emotional stability, child's school achievement, and 

child's delinquency, and then summarize how this study has 

enhanced our understanding of factors affecting the family 

and children's social adjustment. The summary discussion of 

the three dependent variables is combined under four 

sections: Descriptive summary, single and two-parent family 

risk summary, summary of hypotheses, and stepwise regression 

summary. 

The stimulus for this study was the ecology of human 

development paradigm which is concerned with how society 

functions to raise children. Both Bronfenbrenner (1979) and 

Garbarino (1992) have suggested that how society presents 

opportunity and risk to children is the key to understanding 

child development from the human ecological perspective. 

135 



136 

Bronfenbrenner (1979) and Garbarino (1992) both suggest 

that families are the mediators between individuals and 

society, but where family systems are inadequate, strong 

sociocultural links to and participation in community and 

neighborhood groups may ameliorate those inadequacies. 

Children at the greatest sociocultural risk have inadequate 

socialization at home, coupled with weak links to norm-

setting and supportive groups and institutions. 

Using Urie Bronfenbrenner's (1979) social systems 

schemata, this research has explored and attempted to assess 

some of childrens' social networks. Bronfenbrenner's 

central thesis is that successful childhood socialization 

involves exposure to a variety of social systems, and 

children are dependent on these systems for the opportunity 

to become persons. By identifying variables which measure 

social isolation and social integration, this research has 

attempted to identify which groups of children are at 

greater risk for emotional instability, poor academic 

achievement, and delinquency. 

This study has explored the relationship between 

characteristics of children's families and the children's 

social adjustment and how extra-familial connections affect 

this relationship. The contention is that children who are 

at risk through higher-risk family systems and other social 

forces (e.g., mother's poor psychological adjustment, low 

socioeconomic status, low education, minority, etc.) will be 
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protected from sociocultural risks by having a certain 

number and quality of social connections in such settings as 

school, church, kin groups, and neighborhood. 

The National Survey of Family and Households was the 

original data source used for this research. This present 

study involved analysis of three overlapping sub-sample 

groups of the 13,017 families of the NSFH from which data 

were collected. Each group included measures for all the 

independent variables, all the mediating variables, and one 

of three dependent variables. Each of the following three 

dependent variables was analyzed separately using a slightly 

different and overlapping sub-sample: Child's emotional 

stability (N=612); school achievement (N=595); and 

delinquency (N=1363). Each sub-sample consisted of families 

with at least one parent and one child. Childless couples 

were excluded. Only single mothers were included in the 

single-parent sub-group. Single fathers were excluded 

because they represented only 7% of the single-parent 

population and their demographic profile is so different 

from female single-parents. To match single-parent mothers, 

only mothers were selected as the primary respondent from 

two-parent families. 
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Descriptive Summary 

As was true for all of the independent and mediating 

variables, the distribution of mother's psychological well-

being measures was very similar for all of the three 

dependent variable sub-samples. Most of the mothers (63%) 

reported functioning poorly zero days per week, and only 

about 5%-7% reported doing poorly six or seven days per 

week. The distribution of family income for the three sub-

samples indicates a disproportionate number of families are 

poor or struggling financially. Over 40% of families are 

earning less than $20,000 per year, and about 20% of 

families are earning less than $10,000 per year. As this 

distribution suggests, and a review of the literature 

powerfully documents, economic deprivation is widespread. 

Garbarino (1992), Wilson (1987), and Jargowsky & Bane, 

(1990) have all amply documented that economically deprived 

families offer no gateway of opportunity for successful 

socialization of children. The range of family income from 

$0 to $800,000 per year is extraordinary. To observe such 

disparity in economic circumstances suggests that American 

culture may experience the semblance of political democracy, 

but not economic democracy. 

Most of the respondents in the three sub-samples had 

completed 10th grade or above (93%). Although not a central 
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focus of this study, the mother's education and family 

income were shown to be positively linked in this study 

(r = .32, p = 000). A positive feedback loop is possibly 

the mechanism underlying this relationship in that the 

higher the mother's education the more access she has to 

higher paying jobs, and the more income she has the more she 

can afford tertiary education. As Walker et al., (1994) 

found, the transmission of sociocultural values is a complex 

task shared by parents, teachers, peers, the media, and 

powerfully influenced by the socioeconomic status of the 

family. Wealthier families tend to have mothers who have 

higher education, and are able to offer a richer 

intellectual environment, and send their children to better 

schools (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Garbarino, 1992). 

The mesosystem linkages of the family with school, 

church, relatives, and neighbors set the stage for later 

developmental opportunity and risk for the child (Belsky, 

Lerner, & Spanier, 1984). Bronfenbrenner (1979), insists 

that for the integrated personality to develop in a child, 

"enduring reciprocal relationships, and larger and more 

complex mesosystems as a function of the child's age mean 

enhanced development" (p. 25). A central aspect of this 

research has been to measure the nature and extent of these 

reciprocal connections to the outside social world. 

Family involvement with mesosystem groups across all 

three sub-samples was generally low: About 60% of 
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respondents had no organizational involvement at all with-

their child's school, church attendance was irregular, and 

contact with neighbors was minimal. Only moderate contact 

with relatives could be interpreted as any substantial 

extra-familial involvement. 

Single and Two-Parent Family Risk Summary 

Identifying high-risk versus low-risk families, and 

examining if children are protected from sociocultural risks 

by having a certain number and quality of social connections 

in such settings as school, church, kin groups, and 

neighborhood was a concern of this study. The following 

summary identifies the salient factors associated with high-

risk versus low-risk families. 

Overall, across all three dependent variable sub-

samples, and in support of previous research and the 

literature review in this study, single-parent families in 

this study were identified as a high-risk group compared to 

two-parent families. Single mothers reported feeling 

depressed at least one and a half days per week compared to 

two-parent family mothers who reported feeling depressed 

less than one day per week. The stress and role overload of 

single motherhood has been well documented in previous 

research (Bahr, 1979; Garbarino, 1976; McLanahan, 1985; 

Thompson, McLanahan, & Curtin, 1992). Also the significance 
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of 25 million children living in single-parent families 

(Zill, 1991) where the primary caregiver is feeling 

overwhelmed has significant relevance to childhood risk. 

There was a startling difference in this study between 

the incomes of single-parent and two-parent families. The 

National Commission on Children (1991) has estimated that 

single-parent families headed by women earn only 40% of what 

two-parent families earn. In this study, across all three 

sub-samples single-parent families earn between 30% to 32% 

of what two-parent families earn. With an average single-

parent income across all three sub-samples of about $15,000, 

it is apparent why children from single-parent families are 

most likely to be a destitute group in American Society 

(National Commission on Children, 1991). 

Single mothers across all three sub-samples had 

completed on average about six months less education than 

their two-parent counterparts. This difference was probably 

due to single mothers being burdened by an overwhelming 

daily schedule of work and household duties, and not having 

the energy or support to enroll in post-secondary education. 

Minority mothers in this study were more than twice as 

likely as white mothers to be single parents. This is 

supported by previous research that documents a 

disproportionate number of black families being female-

headed (Smith, 1989). Compared to the adversities of white 

single mothers, minority single mothers have almost 
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insurmountable obstacles to overcome in raising their 

children such as racism, urban decay, unemployments 

neighborhood drug use and crime, and poor schools (Smith, 

1989; Eggebeen, & Lichter, 1991). 

Some surprising and unexpected results emerged from 

differences between single-parent and two-parent families in 

regard to extra-familial, mesosystem involvement. As 

expected, two-parent families had from 20% to 50% more 

involvement over single-parent families with their child's 

school. This expected increased time spent by two-parent 

families in organized school activities could be explained 

by two-parent mothers having more time and energy to spend 

outside the home. 

For church attendance, no appreciable difference 

occurred between single-parent and two-parent families. 

Both groups have irregular attendance, and so any positive 

benefits that could foster prosocial values and community 

cohesiveness would not occur. 

The most surprising finding was that single-parent 

families had somewhat more contact with relatives and more 

to do with neighbors than two-parent families across all 

three sub-samples (the latter was statistically significant 

in every sub-sample). This unexpected direction could be 

explained by single-mothers being more isolated than two-

parent mothers who enjoy the adult conversation of their 

husbands. Single mothers may just be seeking out adult 
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company and adult conversation to assuage their isolation, 

that is exacerbated by overexposure or time spent with 

younger children. 

Single-parents differed significantly from two-parent 

families in regard to two of the three dependent variables. 

Children's emotional stability seemed little affected by the 

vicissitudes of single-parent life. This does not conform 

with a review of the recent literature nor the school of 

human ecological theories that suggests that family 

deprivation contributes to emotional instability in 

children. Despite this body of evidence, the findings of 

this study suggest that children who grow up in single-

parent families are able to maintain their emotional 

stability as well as children who grow up in two-parent 

families. 

Children from high-risk families did not fare as well 

in this study in school achievement or delinquency rates. 

Children from single-parent families on average did not do 

as well in school as children from two-parent families. As 

McLane and McNamme (1990) have suggested, children look to 

parents as role models for how much value they should attach 

to knowledge, reading, and a cultural-intellectual life. 

Single-mothers, compared with their two-parent counterparts 

in this study, had less formal education, were less involved 

in school organizations, were more depressed, and had little 
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discretionary income for "culturally rich" experiences that 

could translate into higher grades for their children. 

In this study, children from single-parent families had 

a higher delinquency rate than children from two-parent 

families. Both Bronfenbrenner (1979) and Garbarino (1992) 

propose that an obligation exists for parents to provide 

adequate socialization and the necessary resources to rear 

children from infancy through childhood to adulthood. The 

child's starting and focus point resides within, and emerges 

from the family microsystem. For children of single-parent 

families, this overwhelmed micro-system of the single-mother 

is largely inadequate to meet the child's developmental 

needs: In this sub-sample, the annual total family income 

is only about $14,000; the mother is somewhat depressed; has 

barely a high school education; is more likely a minority; 

and has few school or church connections to ease these 

hardships. A possible significant negative consequence to 

all this is that their children are more likely than 

children from two-parent homes to be delinquent. 
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Summary of Hypotheses 

The first fifteen hypotheses were specifically 

concerned with establishing what are higher risk families by 

testing the relationships between the five family 

microsystem measures (household type, mother's psychological 

adjustment, family income, mother's education, and mother's 

ethnicity), and the three dependent variables of childhood 

social adjustment (emotional stability, school achievement, 

and delinquency). 

Generally, across all three childhood social adjustment 

measures, being a single mother, and being a mother 

overwhelmed by the daily exigencies of parenthood, were the 

most powerful predictors of lower emotional stability, lower 

school achievement, and delinquency. Lower family income 

and lower mother1s education were the next two most powerful 

indicators of poor outcome for their children. Ethnicity 

did not play a significant role in predicting school 

achievement or delinquency, but did play an unexpected role 

in predicting the child's emotional stability. 

In this study, children from white families are more 

likely to be depressed than children from minority families. 

This finding does not support previous research 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Garbarino, 1994; Eggebeen & Lichter, 

1991), that puts minority children at acute developmental 

risk compared to their white counterparts. A possible 
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explanation for this countervailing data is that the child 

was not asked about their psychological status directly; the 

mother was asked to assess the child's status. Minority 

mothers may have a generally optimistic evaluation of their 

child's psychological status, and white mothers may have a 

pessimistic view. A second explanation could be that whites 

are more likely than minorities to verbally articulate 

negative feelings to strangers., thus a higher reported 

emotional instability score reported for the white 

respondent's children. 

Stepwise Multiple Regression Summary 

Stepwise multiple regression was used to select for any 

statistically significant relationships between the 

independent variables and the dependent variables. Only 

those independent variables that remained in the equation as 

being significantly related to the dependent variable were 

further selected and then combined with the mediating 

mesosystem variables. Stepwise multiple regression was then 

used to test the effects of the selected and remaining 

family microsystem measures and the mediating effects of 

selected mesosystem linkages on each of the three dependent 

variables". 

The combined effects of the independent variables on 

each of the three dependent variables generally produced 
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weak effects. Mother's psychological well-being, family 

income, and ethnicity accounted for only 6% of the 

variability in the child's emotional stability. The more 

healthy the mother's psychological well-being, the more 

emotionally stable is their child (Beta = -.15); the higher 

the families' income, the higher the child's emotional 

stability (Beta = .10); and the more likely the mother is a 

minority, the higher the child's emotional stability (Beta = 

.18). Ethnicity was the most important single factor 

affecting the child's emotional stability, followed by 

mother's psychological well-being, and income. 

Household type and mother's psychological well-being 

accounted for only about 3% of the variability in the 

child's school achievement. The more likely the child is 

from a two-parent family, the higher the child's school 

grades (Beta = .13); and the more healthy the mother's 

psychological well-being, the higher the child's school 

grades (Beta = .09). Household type was the most important 

single factor affecting the child's school achievement, 

followed by mother's psychological well-being. Household 

type and mother's psychological well-being accounted for 

only about 3% of the variability in the child's delinquency. 

The more likely the household type is single-parent, the 

more likely the child is delinquent (Beta = .10). The lower 

the mother's psychological well-being, the more likely the 

child is delinquent (Beta = .13). Mother's psychological 
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well-being was the most important single factor affecting 

the child's delinquency status, followed by household type. 

The second step in each of the above regressions was to 

assess the importance of whether the mesosystem variables of 

school, church, relatives, and neighbors mediated the 

harmful effects of the remaining independent variables in 

the stepwise regressions. None of the mesosystem variables 

had a significant influence in mediating the harmful effects 

of household type, mother's psychological well-being, or 

ethnicity on the child's emotional stability, school 

achievement or delinquency. The effects of the mediating 

variables, although mostly in the right direction, were so 

weak as to be ineffectual in reducing any harmful effects. 

The lack of influence of the mediating variables to 

help reduce the harmful effects of high risk families in 

this study, does not support the role these variables should 

be playing according to human ecology theory. 

Bronfenbrenner's and Garbarino's central thesis is that 

successful childhood socialization involves exposure to a 

variety of social systems, and children are dependent on 

these systems for the opportunity to become persons. Out of 

this "variety of social systems" that could play a mediating 

role in a child's life, the variables selected for this 

study: Family involvement in church, school organizations, 

relatives, and neighbors, appear to play a minimal role. If 

as Garbarino (1992) proposes: "mesosystems are the 
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relationships between two or more settings in which the 

child is an active participant," then mesosystem links to 

social groups other than the groups selected for this study 

may play a more important role. Mesosystem linkages are 

vital social resource links that feedback to the family 

system as a benchmark of appropriate norms of family 

behavior (Belsky, Lerner, & Spanier, 1984), but the resource 

links selected to measure mesosystems in this study were 

inadequate in protecting children from factors associated 

with higher family risk. 

In sum, this study's findings provided mixed support 

for human ecological theory and the related literature. 

Results from the means testing and the correlations lend 

support to human ecological theory contention that suggests 

that single-parent families are a higher-risk family system 

compared to two-parent families; and that children from 

higher-risk families do not perform as well in school, and 

are more likely to be delinquent than children from two-

parent families. 

Results from stepwise multiple regression testing does 

not lend support to human ecological theory contention that 

suggests that children who are at risk through higher-risk 

family systems are protected from sociocultural risks by 

having a certain number and quality of social connections in 

such settings as school, church, kin groups, and neighbors. 
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These mediating social connections played a no role in 

reducing childhood sociocultural risk. 

Limitations and Recommendations 

Several limitations in this study are worth noting. 

Despite its strengths, in choosing to use the NSFH study to 

measure aspects of the human ecological paradigm, like all 

secondary analysis only available questions could be used. 

Some NSFH questions were easily applied to measure family 

functioning. For example, to measure mother's psychological 

well-being, 12 questions that directly related to aspects of 

psychological functioning were available. These responses, 

commonly used to measure depression, were recoded to provide 

an excellent measure of how mothers coped from day-to-day. 

In other instances NSFH questions that would concisely 

measure a concept under analysis were not available. For 

example, more direct measures of income such as tax records 

could be used to measure household income. Families often 

for myriad reasons underestimate or exaggerate their income 

in self reports. The above problem was also related to 

other measures in this study such as the mother's self 

reported estimation of their mesosystem connections with 

church and school activities. 

Delinquency was a particularly difficult and amorphous 

concept to operationalize. "Delinquent" behavior can range 
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from skipping class to robbery. In this study the 

definition of delinquency encompassed children who had been 

sent to the principal for behavioral problems/ through 

children who had been in trouble with the police. A more 

complete definition of delinquency, if available, could have 

differentiated less severe misbehaviors from more serious 

crimes. 

An additional shortcoming of the NSFH study was that 

too many questions were not directed specifically to the 

person who was the primary focus of concern; for example, 

questions asked mothers concerning their child's 

psychological state, their child's grades, and their child's 

behavioral history. The children could have been asked 

directly how they felt. The mother's estimation of their 

child's grades was probably optimistic. The mother's report 

of their child's delinquent behavior was also plausibly 

optimistic, considering the potential embarrassment of their 

child's behavior, and possible lack of knowledge considering 

children's tendency for lack of full disclosure to parents. 

The above shortcomings are understandable considering 

the immense scope of the NSFH study. The main questionnaire 

was unwieldy at 171 pages and sacrifices appeared to have 

been made by including too many questions that would satisfy 

every sub-field of family life at the expense of questions 

that could have thoroughly explored each concept. For 

example, a more accurate appraisal of student's grades could 
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be an examination of transcripts, although understandably 

much more time consuming and expensive, or a test of 

childhood depression administered directly to the child, not 

a mother's appraisal of their child's psychological state. 

Future studies should be less ambitious than the NSFH 

study in that they could concentrate on a narrower range of 

family issues to explore- It appears that too many family 

scientists with too many research fields to explore 

contributed to the NSFH study, and the resulting unwieldy 

and sometimes byzantine database (there are three codebooks 

of hundreds of pages each to aid [sic] in understanding the 

questionnaires). This study reduced this unmanageably large 

database by dividing it into smaller, more manageable units 

for analysis. 

The NSFH study was a cross-sectional survey and was 

thus limited by a description of people, events, and data 

that occurred at that point in time. A longitudinal survey 

permitting an analysis of data at two different points in 

time has been subsequently completed by NSFH. 

In this study, the variables selected to measure family 

risk such as household type, mother's psychological well-

being, income, mother's education, and ethnicity proved to 

be of little significance in that together they only 

accounted for 3% to 6% of the variability in the dependent 

variables. This weakness may be due more to methodological 

shortcomings in how the dependent variables were measured, 
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than with the validity of the independent variable measures. 

The mesosystem linkages proved to be of no statistical 

significance. There are two possible explanations for this 

finding: the NSFH questions selected to measure the 

mesosystem model were inadequate, and in fact school, 

church, relatives, and neighbors are significant mediating 

factors; or the above primary groups outside the family 

played a minimal role, and other mesosystem variables such 

as peer groups and the media had a more meaningful mediating 

influence on families. 

Much of this study focused on the vicissitudes of 

single-parent life. A review of the literature and the 

results of this study could give the impression that all 

single mothers are depressed, poor, have little education, 

and are generally overwhelmed by life. The results of this 

study indicate a tendency and should not be generalized to 

all single mothers. In this sample, there existed a broad 

diversity of family environments with differential coping 

skills and support networks. For example, the range of 

incomes was $0 to over $100,000 for single-mother families. 

In other words, there are single mothers who cope very well 

in their varied roles, and there are two-parent mothers who 

are overwhelmed and inadequate in their roles as caretakers 

for their children. Thus, the differences within the two 

major groups in this study (single mothers and two-parent 

mothers) may be greater than the differences between these 
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groups, which may explain why greater between-group 

differences were not found. It is evident that many single 

mothers are able to successfully juggle a career and a 

family, and those who are professional career women often 

have access to outside resources to assist them in raising 

their children. 

Private and government helping agencies need to market 

and focus their organizational acumen and funds toward those 

less fortunate single and two-parent familes that do not 

have the resources or the time to connect with extra-

familial agencies. For example, affordable childcare for 

both single and two-parent working mothers has not kept pace 

with this increasingly large segment of the work force. 

Local government and churches need to be more accessible to 

potential clients who often are not aware that they can 

"receive help with rent, food, and assistance and 

professional advice in raising their children. 

A major implication of this study is that families 

appear to be isolated in their communities. As this 

research suggests, if families are not connecting with their 

neighborhoods, schools, and local churches, these groups and 

agencies need to be more aggressive in their outreach 

efforts. Corporations also need to become more involved in 

offering services such as childcare, health benefits, 

education benefits and even parenting classes to their 

employees. 
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The children that society successfully socializes today 

will be the next generation of adults to manage 

corporations, run government, and raise families. This 

study suggests that more attention should be focused on 

successfully socializing the next generation. 
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M2DP01 

Sex of Respondent (determined by the interviewer) 

Frequency Percent 

1-Male 5227 47.42 
2-Female 7790 52.58 
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HHTYPE 

Household Type 

This variable is an effort to replicate as closely as 
possible the household type classification commonly used in 
Census Bureau data. Since the respondent may not be the 
householder, and since we do not have the relationship of 
every household member to every other household member, it 
has not been possible to unambiguously classify every case. 
In cases where there was an ambiguity, the original 
interview was reviewed to see if there was any evidence on 
how others in the household were related to the 
householder(s). In many cases the ambiguity was resolved. 
The cases that remained were coded into the most likely 
category. These ambiguities accounted for a small number of 
cases. 

Frequency Percent 

1-married couple household 7221 67.89 
2-one parent family 1561 5.31 
3-other family household 820 7.30 
4-one person household 2466 12.17 
5-cohabiting couple household 710 4.39 
6-other non-family household 239 2.94 
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E202A - E202L 

Weil-Being, Role Performance, Health, 
Social Support 

Social Participation, 

Next is a list of the ways you might have felt or behaved 
during the past week. On how many days during the past week 
did you: 

E202A 

feel bothered by things that usually don't bother you? 
(number of days) 

Frequency Percent 

0 5339 42.19 
1 2468 19.86 
2 1857 13.97 
3 1245 8.99 
4 713 5.01 
5 471 3.26 
6 193 1.36 
7 488 3.44 

8-Don't Know 2 .01 
9-No Answer 241 1.91 
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E202B 

On how many days during the past week did you: 

b. Not feel like eating; your appetite was poor? 
(Number of Days) 

Frequency Percent 

0 7676 61.38 
1 1516 11.82 
2 1183 8.39 
3 822 5.50 
4 604 4.13 
5 375 2.55 
6 222 1.58 
7 392 2.87 

8-Don't Know 3 .01 
9-No Answer 224 1.77 
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E202C 

On how many days during the past week did you: 

c. Feel that you could not shake off the blues even with 
help from your family or friends? 

(Number of Days) 
Frequency Percent 

0 8210 65.62 
1 1536 11.37 
2 930 6.52 
3 608 4.27 
4 451 3.22 
5 377 3.62 
6 251 1.68 
7 402 2.72 

8-Don't Know 4 .02 
9-No Answer 248 1.97 
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E202D 

On how many days during the past week did you: 

d. Have trouble keeping your mind on what you were doing? 
(Number of Days) 

Frequency Percent 

0 6434 50.55 
1 2152 16.78 
2 1444 11.33 
3 900 6.39 
4 597 4.21 
5 437 3.04 
6 252 1.75 
7 521 3.73 

8-Don't Know 5 .03 
9-No Answer 275 2.18 
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E202E 

On how many days during the past week did you: 

e. Feel depressed? 
(Number of Days) 

Frequency Percent 

0 6244 50.42 
1 2575 19.65 
2 1292 9.43 
3 829 5.85 
4 " 540 3.69 
5 404 2.93 
6 278 1.90 
7 568 3.87 

8-Don't Know 4 .02 
9-No Answer 283 3.25 
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E202F 

On how many days during the past week did you: 

f. Feel that everything you did was an effort? 
(Number of Days) 

Frequency Percent 

0 5884 46.93 
1 2138 16.72 
2 1338 10.14 
3 877 6.26 
4 662 4.68 
5 571 4.15 
6 351 2.47 
7 909 6.43 

8-Don't Know 5 .04 
9-No Answer 282 2.18 
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E202G 

On how many days in the past week did you: 

g. Feel fearful? 
(Number of Days) 

Frequency Percent 

0 8991 70.82 
1 1462 10.85 
2 694 4.95 
3 424 2.95 
4 308 2.04 
5 238 1.63 
6 167 1.24 
7 394 2.86 

8-Don't Know 7 .05 
9-No Answer 332 2.62 
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E202H 

On how many days in the last week did you: 

h. Sleep restlessly? 
(Number of Days) 

Frequency Percent 

0 5698 44.28 
1 2015 16.19 
2 1609 12.58 
3 1102 8.21 
4 684 4.89 
5 503 3.58 
6 318 2.19 
7 803 5.82 

8-Don't Know 3 .02 
9-No Answer 282 2.24 
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E202I 

On how many days during the past week did you: 

i. Talk less than usual? 

(Number of Days) 

Frequency Percent 

0 8195 64.11 
1 1656 12.73 
2 1027 7.82 
3 576 4.13 
4 427 3.06 
5 . 297 1.99 
6 177 1.26 
7 345 2.44 
8-Don't Know 4 .03 
9-No Answer 313 2.44 
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E202J 

On how many days during the past week did you: 

j. Feel lonely? 
(Number of Days) 

Frequency Percent 

0 7639 62.75 
1 1582 11.53 
2 1007 7.07 
3 646 4.34 
4 491 3.28 
5 404 2.71 
6 274 1.76 
7 695 4.40 

8-Don't Know 5 .02 
9-No Answer 274 2.14 
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E202K 

On how many days during the past week did you: 

k. Feel sad? 

(Number of Days) 

Frequency Percent 

0 6711 53.88 
1 2330 17.86 
2 1203 9.03 
3 761 5.11 
4 553 3.98 
5 360 2.45 
6 233 1.63 
7 596 3.92 
8-Don't Know 3 .02 
9-No Answer 267 2.12 
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E202L 

On how many days during the past week did you: 

1. Feel you could not get going? 
(Number of Days) 

Frequency Percent 

0 5835 46.35 
1 2289 17.73 
2 1649 12.74 
3 1013 7.71 
4 632 4.27 
5 467 3.00 
6 253 1.69 
7 640 4.59 

8-Don't Know 4 .03 
9-No Answer 235 1.89 
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IHT0T2 

Household's Total Income 

Household's Total Income, Including Income of Respondent and 
Spouse from Interest, Dividends and Other Investments 

(Available only when the primary respondent is the 
householder) 

Frequency Percent 

0-none 70 .47 
$1-4999 1029 5.42 
$5000-9999 1168 6.10 
$10000-19999 2022 12.60 
$20000-29999 1619 11.24 
$30000-39999 1375 10.70 
$40000-49999 925 7.78 
$50000 or more 1652 15.42 

99999996-Inapplicable 1159 14.33 
99999999-No Answer 1998 15.96 
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EDUCAT 

Educational Level 

This variable is an attempt to: l)take into account the 
class standing of a respondent who enrolled in a college, 
university, or professional school but did not receive a 
degree; and 2) refine postgraduate work to identify those 
who obtained a degree and began work on a subsequent degree 
without completing it. There is a considerable amount of 
part-time enrollment in the educational histories. The 
nature of that enrollment varies considerably. Anyone who 
enrolled only as a part-time student and never received any 
degree is coded as attending one year of postsecondary 
education. 

Frequency Percent 

00-no formal education 46 .27 
01-first grade 21 .13 
02-second grade 33 .20 
03-third grade 75 .43 
04-fourth grade 93 .51 
05-fifth grade 99 .66 
06-sixth grade 237 1 .90 
07-seventh grade 244 1 .68 
08-eighth grade 561 4 .27 
09-ninth grade 425 3 .02 
10-tenth grade 582 3 .92 
11-eleventh grade 679 4 .78 
12-high school graduate 4940 37 .82 
13-attended 2 or 4 yr. college for 1 yr. 1198 9 .83 
14-Assoc. Degree or enrolled for 2 yrs. 824 6 .49 
15-enrolled for three years 714 5 .70 
16-Bachelor1s Degree 1134 9 .40 
17-enrolled in postgraduate education 363 2 .80 
18-Master's Degree 254 2 .21 
19-enrolled in post-Master's education 270 2 .30 
20-Doctorate or Professional Degree 175 1 .58 

99-Missing 55 0 .39 
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M484 

Respondent's Social and Demographic Characteristics 

Which of the groups on this card best describes you? 

Frequency Percent 

1-Black 2391 11.09 
2-White-not of Hispanic origin 9419 79.99 
3-Mexican American, Chicano, Mexicano 630 4.28 
4-Puerto Rican 191 1.13 
5-Cuban 44 .43 
6-Other Hispanic 140 1.13 
7-American Indian 49 .43 
8-Asian 127 1.15 
9-0ther 1 .01 

97-Refused 2 .02 
99-No Answer 23 .16 
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E1004A1 

During the past 12 months, how much time did you and your 
husband, wife, or partner spend in an AVERAGE WEEK in each 
of the following organized youth activities as a 
participant, advisor, coach, or leader? 

Parent-teacher organization or other school activities: 

Respondent (Hours per week) 

Frequency Percent 

0 2396 16.75 
1-2 787 5.53 
3-4 171 1.05 
5-9 106 .66 
10-14 39 .22 
15-19 6 .04 
20 + 30 .17 

95-Sometimes (no specific amount given) 30 " .15 
96-Inapplicable 8824 71.13 
97-Refused 1 .01 
98-Don't Know 1 .00 
99-No Answer 626 4.30 
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M492A 

How often do you attend religious services? 

Number of times 

00-Never 
01-Once 

90-99 or more 

95-Less than once a year 
98-Don't Know 
99-No answer to entire question 



E216A1 

About how often do you do the following things: 

Spend a social evening with: Relatives? 

176 

Frequency Percent 

O-Never 1235 8.81 
1-Several times a year 3688 30.76 
2-About once a month 2803 22.10 
3-About once a week 2973 21.17 
4-Several times a week 1337 9.40 

7-Refused 6 .06 
9-No Answer 975 7.70 



E216A2 

About how often do you do the following things; 

Spend a social evening with a neighbor? 

177 

Frequency Percent 

O-Never 4535 34.22 
1-Several times a year 2422 20.72 
2-About once a month 2008 15.13 
3-About once a week 1812 13.42 
4-Several times a week 1039 6.93 

7-Refused 6 .06 
9-No Answer 1195 9.35 
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M325B 

I am going to read some statements that might describe a 
child's behavior. Please tell me whether each statement has 
been often true, or has not been true of (CHILD) during the 
past three months: 

Is unhappy, sad, or depressed. 

Frequency Percent 

1-Often true 127 .82 
2-Sometiraes true 807 5.51 
3-Not True 961 7.14 

6-Inapplicable 11102 86.36 
9-No Answer 20 . 17 
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M331 

What sort of grades does (CHILD) get? Would you say it is 
mostly A's, B's, C's, D's, or what? 

Frequency Percent 

01-Mostly A1s 261 2.19 
02-A's and B's 425 3.01 
03-Mostly B's 319 2.43 
04-B's and C's 391 2.55 
05-Mostly C's 247 1.65 
06-C's and D's 103 .67 
07-Mostly D's 34 .21 
08-D's and F's 17 .12 
09-Mostly F's 7 .05 
11-Average 1 .01 
12-Above Average/Good 1 .01 
13-No grades (no report card) 3 .02 
77-Other 1 .02 

96-Inapplicable 11163 86.75 
98-Don't Know 4 .03 
99-No Answer 40 .28 



180 

M253 

In the past year, have you been asked to meet with a teacher 
or principal because of behavioral problems of any of the 
children? 

Frequency Percent 

1-Yes 848 5.03 
2-No 3272 23.33 

6-Inapplicable 8792 70.91 
9-No Answer 105 .72 
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M256 

Have any of the children ever been suspended or expelled 
from school? 

Frequency Percent 

1-Yes 
2-No 

472 
3650 

2.73 
25.65 

6-Inapplicable 
9-No Answer 

8792 
103 

70.91 
.71 
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M260 

Have any of the children ever run away from home for one or 
more nights? 

Frequency Percent 

1-Yes 
2-No 

135 
4099 

.77 
28.38 

6-Inapplicable 
9-No Answer 

8683 
100 

70.17 
. 6 8 
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M265 

Have any of the children ever been in trouble with the 
police? 

Frequency Percent 

1-Yes 269 1.51 
2-No 3958 27.60 

6-Inapplicable 8683 70.17 
9-No Answer 107 .72 
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