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Associations were examined between 12 measures o f family process and 6 
measures o f  personal and social competence for 102 adolescents aged 15-16 
and 99 children aged 8-9. Canonical correlations analysis revealed that gener(d 
competence among primary school children was associated with high levels 
of  support from parents, a high allocation of  househoM responsibility, a high 
level of  parental control, and a low level o f  parental punishment. Among 
adolescents, general competence was associated with a high level of  support 
from parents, a low level of  parental control, a high allocation of  household 
responsibility, parental use of  induction, a low level of  parental punishment, 
high-quality sibling relationships, and high family cohesion. The findings 
suggest that as children enter adolescence, general competence becomes more 
closely bound up with the quality of  sibling relations and the degree of paren- 
tal control, and less closely bound up with support from parents. 

I N T R O D U C T I O N  

F a m i l y  p r o c e s s e s - d e f i n e d  he re  as o n g o i n g  pa t t e rns  o f  b e h a v i o r ,  feel-  

ings,  a n d  e x p e c t a t i o n s  b e t w e e n  f a m i l y  m e m b e r s - c a n  serve  as r e sources  fo r  
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the development of children (Amato and Ochiltree, 1986b; Ochiltree and 
Amato, 1984). Generally speaking, positive interpersonal processes within 
families, such as mutual support and cohesion, provide opportunities for 
the development of mastery and competence. On the other hand, negative 
interpersonal processes, such as indifference and conflict, provide few op- 
portunities for development. Consistent with a resources perspective, research 
shows that positive family processes, and the absence of negative family 
processes, are associated with high levels of social and personal competence 
among children (Maccoby and Martin, 1983; Rollins and Thomas, 1979). 

Although less well documented, studies also indicate that family process- 
es continue to be related to the development of adolescents (e.g., Bell and 
Bell, 1982; Bell et al., 1985; Gecas and Schwalbe, 1986). However, it is not 
clear from existing research whether the family processes that predict com- 
petence in adolescents also predict competence in younger children, or whether 
the critical family processes differ for children in the two age groups. In- 
deed, a focus on developmental issues suggests that the optimal family en- 
vironment for adolescents, with their growing needs for independence and 
self-definition, might be rather different from that of primary school children. 

The present study addresses this issue by comparing children in two 
age groups-adolescence and middle childhood-on the family processes as- 
sociated with personal and social competence. Previous research and theory 
suggest a number of dimensions of family life that might usefully be includ- 
ed in such an analysis. Each of these dimensions is discussed below. 

Parental Support 

Support has been identified as a major dimension of parent-child rela- 
tions, with supportive parents taking an interest in their children's activities, 
showing affection, and providing help with everyday problems. A high level 
of support from parents has been shown to be associated with socially valued 
characteristics of young children, including high self-esteem, cognitive de- 
velopment, academic success, and general psychological adjustment (Mac- 
coby and Martin, 1983; Rollins and Thomas, 1979). 

Is parental support also an important resource for adolescents? 
Although it is widely held that parent-child relations deteriorate during the 
teenage years, research provides a different picture: Most adolescents think 
highly of their parents, value their parents' opinions, and go to their parents 
for advice and assistance with personal problems (Amato, 1985b; Kandel 
and Lesser, 1972; Rutter, 1979). Of course, adolescents, compared with 
primary school children, have more sources of support outside the family, 
and for this reason may be relatively less dependent on parents. But given 
the continuing importance of parents in the lives of most children, it seems 
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likely that levels of parental support are bound up with the developing com- 
petence of adolescents as well as younger children. 

Parental Control 

Control is reflected in the number of decisions parents make, the amount 
of supervision they exercise, and the number of rules they hold for their chil- 
dren. A good deal of control, particularly when combined with high paren- 
tal support, has been shown to be associated with high self-esteem 
(Coopersmith, 1967) and instrumental competence (Baumrind, 1969, 1971) 
in children. Coopersmith (1967) argued that the consistent enforcement of 
clear rules allows children to internalize a definite set of standards that facili- 
tate the self-regulation of behavior, and hence, the development of com- 
petence. 

The implications of parental control are rather different for adolescents 
than for primary school children. Studies based on self-report (Kandel and 
Lesser, 1972; Poole and Gelder, 1984) and laboratory observation (Jacobs, 
1974; Steinberg, 1981) indicate that as children grow older, parents make 
fewer decisions, enforce fewer rules, and allow their children to exercise great- 
er influence on the family. Contrary to popular opinion, the increased as- 
sertiveness of adolescents is not bought at the price of parent-child conflict 
and a loss of parental influence. Instead, Kandel and Lesser (1972) found 
that adolescents who were satisfied with the amount of freedom they had 
tended to have positive feelings toward their parents, did things frequently 
with their parents, and often went to their parents for advice. Baumrind (1968) 
argued that when parents enforce rules flexibly, rationally, and in a manner 
that does not unnecessarily restrict adolescent autonomy, adolescents accept 
parental authority; it is only when rules are enforced in a rigid, authoritari- 
an manner that adolescents react with rebelliousness. These considerations 
indicate that adolescent independence is maximized when parents allow a 
gradual reduction in control, but maintain close relationships and continue 
to exert a degree of guidance. As Hill and Holmbeck (1986) noted, a view 
of adolescent autonomy as self-regulation, rather than freedom from paren- 
tal influence, is more in accord with the research evidence. 

Whereas firm parental control may be interpreted by young children 
as a sign of concern, the same degree of external control may be interpreted 
by adolescents as overprotectiveness and restrictiveness. Given the adoles- 
cent's need for self-regulation, it is not surprising to find that parental 
overprotectiveness-and a corresponding reluctance to encourage a degree 
of au tonomy-has  been found to be associated with a number of negative 
psychological outcomes among adolescents, such as low self-esteem (Amoroso 
and Ware, 1986; Westley and Epstein, 1969) and poor ego development 
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(Hauser et al., 1984). All in all, these considerations suggest that a high level 
of  parental control is associated with a high level of  competence among 
primary school children and a low level of competence among adolescents. 

Coercive Discipline vs. Induction 

Coercive discipline involves the use of force by parents, and takes the 
form of  physical punishment and deprivation of  privileges. In contrast, 
induc t ion-which  involves the use of  explanations and reasons--is used by 
parents to obtain voluntary compliance from children. Rollins and Thomas 
(1979) concluded that parents' use of coercion is related to negative outcomes 
for children (such as low levels of cognitive development, moral develop- 
ment, self-esteem, and social competence), whereas parents' use of  induc- 
tion is related to positive outcomes. The consistency of  research findings in 
this area suggest that the negative effects of coercion and the positive effects 
of induction hold for both younger children and adolescents. However, given 
the adolescent's increasing level of  cognitive sophistication, forms of con- 
trol based on reason and explanations would appear particularly appropri- 
ate, and forms of  control based on the use of force would appear particularly 
inappropriate. It seems probable, therefore, that the negative effects of  coer- 
cion and the positive effects of  induction become increasingly pronounced 
as children mature. 

Responsibility Allocation 

The allocation of  responsibility to children reflects parental expecta- 
tions and demands for maturity. It seems likely that giving responsibility to 
children conveys a sense that they are important members of the household. 
As such, it is likely to result in feelings of  self-worth and self-perceptions 
of  competence. Consistent with this notion, Baumrind (1969, 1971) found 
that children who were high in competence tended to have parents who made 
a good number of  maturity demands. Baumrind (1968) also argued that 
having regular household responsibilities is a positive factor in adolescent 
development as well. For adolescents, in particular, the accepting of greater 
household responsibilities may occur in exchange for greater autonomy in 
other areas. Responsibility allocation, therefore, would appear to be linked 
to children's developing competence, regardless of  age level. 

Sibling Relationships 

Siblings serve as major resources for children in several ways: by act- 
ing as caretakers for younger children, by providing companionship and emo- 
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tional support, and by offering direct instruction (Bank and Kahn, 1982; 
Cicirelli, 1982; Dunn, 1984). Consistent with this notion, good relationships 
with siblings have been found to be related to positive social and personal 
functioning among adolescents (Bell et  al., 1985) and primary school chil- 
dren (Bryant, 1982). Given that younger children spend more time in the home 
and have fewer sources of support elsewhere than do adolescents, siblings 
may be somewhat more important for primary school children than for 
adolescents. On the other hand, adolescents are more peer oriented than are 
younger children, and relations with similarly aged siblings may take on a 
special significance when children reach the teenage years. Overall, it is not 
clear from existing research whether positive relations with siblings consti- 
tute a greater resource for adolescents or for younger children. 

Marital Conflict 

A good relationship between parents is reflected in a generally warm 
and supportive family climate for children. An unhappy marriage, in con- 
trast, may lead to problems in other family relationships and is likely to result 
in a generally unsatisfactory family climate. Overt conflict between parents, 
in particular, has been found to be associated with behavior problems and 
emotional maladjustment in young children (Amato, 1986; Emery, 1982; 
Ochiltree and Amato, 1983). Effects of marital conflict on adolescents, 
however, may be less pronounced for several reasons: Compared with primary 
school children, adolescents have more sources of support outside the fami- 
ly, find it easier to be physically absent from the home, and have greater 
cognitive ability to rationally understand and cope with conflict (Emery, 1982; 
Wallerstein and Kelly, 1980). 

Family Cohesion 

Olson and McCubbin (1983) argued that cohesion is a significant dimen- 
sion of family life in that it unifies a large number of concepts: emotional 
closeness, frequency of interaction, preferences for within-group activities, 
mutual support, shared interests, common goals, and general interdepen- 
dence. Bell and Bell (1982) found that well-functioning adolescents were more 
likely than poorly functioning adolescents to describe their families as cohe- 
sive. Low levels of family cohesion have also been found to be associated 
with behavior problems in primary school children such as aggression and 
speech deficits (Moos and Moos, 1981). Although adolescents are more in- 
dependent than primary school children, the general reliance of children in 
both age groups on the family for support, companionship, and guidance 
suggests that family cohesion is a positive factor in children's development, 
regardless of age level. 
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In summary, existing research suggests both similarities and differences 
in the family characteristics associated with the optimal development of gener- 
al competence in primary school children and adolescents. The present study 
examines associations between measures of family processes and measures 
of  personal and social competence separately for children in the two age 
groups. The major hypothesis is that the overall pattern of  correlations be- 
tween interpersonal family processes and forms of  competence is different 
for primary school children and adolescents. Although a large number of 
hypotheses could be framed dealing with the linkages between specific fami- 
ly processes and specific forms of  competence within each age group, these 
issues are of secondary importance in the present study. Accordingly, the 
treament of results and the discussion below emphasize the differences be- 
tween age groups rather than the correlations within age groups. 

METHOD 

Sample 

The analysis was based on data from the Children in Families Study, 
conducted by the Australian Institute of  Family Studies in 1982-1983. In the 
first phase of sampling, 113 primary and secondary schools were randomly 
selected from the state of  Victoria, with proportional representation of  all 
school systems and geographical areas. From these schools, children in grades 
three, four, ten, and eleven were randomly selected. Parents of  selected stu- 
dents were contacted by letter and telephone, and their participation was re- 
quested. A final sample of  402 families was achieved. Population-sample 
comparisons indicated that the sample was broadly representative of  Vic- 
torian families with school-aged children, although the sample under- 
represented families with parents born in non-English speaking countries. 
(For further details on this sample, see Amato,  1985a.) Interviews were con- 
ducted privately with each child and one parent (usually the mother) from 
each family. Interviews with parents were conducted in the home and inter- 
views with children were conducted in the school. 

Family Process Measures 

Items from the child's interview schedule were combined to produce 
12 measures of family process. All process measures were based on children's 
reports because it was assumed that children's perceptions, rather than those 
of  parents or outsiders, are the best indicators of  their everyday family 
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experiences.  (These measures  are  also descr ibed  in A m a t o ,  1987a, in 
1987b.) 

Measures o f  Mother Support and Father Support were constructed from 
12 interview items for mothers  and 12 corresponding items for  fathers. Sample 
i tems were "Is your  mo the r  ( father)  interested in the things you do?"  and 
"Does  your  mo the r  ( father)  ever help you with persona l  p rob l e ms? "  (1, not 
much; 2, sometimes; 3, a lot). F o r  each paren t ,  to ta l  scores were c o m p u t e d  
by add ing  the ra t ings  for  all i tems.  (See Table  I for  detai ls . )  

Three measures of  control  were constructed f rom responses to five ques- 
t ions:  " In  your  fami ly ,  who mos t ly  decides abou t  (1) wha t  j obs  you do  and 
when they should  be done?  (2) your  bed t ime?  (3) p r o g r a m s  you watch on 
television? (4) if  you can go out?  and (5) which new clothes  to buy?"  The  
five dec i s ion-making  i tems were a d d e d  separa te ly  for  each paren t ,  y ie lding 
scores tha t  ranged f rom 0 (no decisions usually made by parent) to 5 (all 
decisions usually made by parent). These scores are referred to as Mother 
Control and  Father Control. In addi t ion ,  a measure  o f  Child Autonomy was 
crea ted  by add ing  the i tems to reflect the number  o f  decisions made  by 
chi ldren.  

Measures  o f  Mother Punishment and  Father Punishment were based  
on five pairs  o f  i tems:  " I f  you are naugh ty  (d isobedient )  does  your  mothe r  
( father)  (1) send you to your  r o o m ?  (2) s top  you f rom seeing your  fr iends? 
(3) hit you? (4) yell at you? (5) s top you f rom watching te levis ion?" I tems 

Table !. Summary of Family Process and Child Competence Measures 

Source N items Reliability 

Family process measures 
Mother support Child 12 .65 
Father support Child 12 .74 
Mother control Child 5 .55 
Father control Child 5 .64 
Child autonomy Child 5 .61 
Mother punishment Child 5 .59 
Father punishment Child 5 .70 
Use of induction Child 1 
Household responsibility Child 20 .71 
Sibling relations Child 2 .89 
Marital conflict Child 2 .64 
Family cohesion Child 8 .66 

Child competence measures 
Cloze reading ability Child 50 .96 
Practical life skills Parent 20 .83 
Self-esteem Child 80 .91 
Social competence Parent 22 .75 
Self-control Parent 22 .74 
Independence Child 9 .64 
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were scored dichotomously (0, parent does not; 1, parent does) and were 
summed separately for each parent, yielding scores ranging from 0 to 5. Chil- 
dren were also asked if their parents ever react in other ways to disobedience. 
Responses such as "discuss it" or "explain things to me" were counted as in- 
stances of  Induction. 

To create a measure of  Household Responsibility, children were present- 
ed with a list of  household chores and asked to indicate which ones they had 
regular responsibility for compIeting. Examples of  chores included making 
the bed, keeping the room clean, setting the table, and taking out the gar- 
bage. A single score was calculated by adding the number  of  jobs reported. 

To measure the quality of  Sibling Relations, children were asked how 
well they "got along" with each of  their brothers and sisters. Children's com- 
ments were coded into four ordered categories: (4) get along well all the time, 
(3) get along well most o f  the time, (2) sometimes get along well and sometimes 
fight, and (1) don't get along very well. To create a single score for each child, 
the mean rating across all siblings was calculated. Children were also asked 
"Overall, how well do you get on with your brothers and sisters?" and 
responses were coded into the same categories. Responses to the two items 
were summed to produce a general measure of  sibling relations. 

Perceived Marital Conflict was measured with two questions: "How 
well do you think your parents get on with each other?" (1, very well; 4, 
not very well) and "How often do your parents get angry with one another 
or disagree?" (1, never; 4, all the time). Responses to the two questions were 
summed. 

A measure of Family Cohesion was constructed from responses to eight 
questions dealing with the frequency of joint family activities and children's 
feelings of  closeness to their families. Sample items included "How often do 
you go on family outings together?" and "Are there times when it feels real- 
ly good to be together as a family?" (1, never," 2, sometimes; 3, often). 

Child Competence Measures 

Henderson (1981), Marjoribanks (1979), and Edgar (1974) have sug- 
gested that researchers pay greater attention to family characteristics that 
affect forms of  child competence other than academic ability. Accordingly, 
six diverse measures of  personal and social competence were included in the 
present study. 

Reading Ability was included because it is highly correlated with general 
academic success. A Cloze reading tes t - - in  which children are required to 
fill in blank spaces in a passage so that a story makes s e n s e - w a s  administered 
to students in their classrooms. 

Life skills can be defined as the practical abilities that are necessary 
to meet day-to-day needs. A measure of  Practical Life Skills developed by 
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Amato and Ochiltree (1986a) was used. This measure was based on 20 skills, 
such as using a washing machine, making a simple meal, mowing a lawn, 
and traveling by public transportation. Parents indicated how often their chil- 
dren performed each skill (1, never; 5, often) and a total score was comput-  
ed by adding the ratings for all items. 

The Piers-Harris  Children's Self-Concept Scale was selected, as its use 
was appropriate  for the two age groups of children in the study (Piers and 
Harris,  1969). The total scale score was used as a measure of  Self-Esteem, 
with high scores indicating a positive self-concept. 

Two measures were constructed from parents '  ratings of  their children 
on 22 personality and behavioral characteristics designed to reflect aspects 
of  social competence and adjustment. The ratings were intercorrelated and 
the first two principal components  were extracted. The first principal com- 
ponent, which accounted for 19.6~ of the total variance, formed a measure 
of  Social Competence. High-loading items on this component  included 
"friendly" (.77), "confident with adults" (.64), "confident at school" (.59), 
and "very outgoing" (.55). 

The second principal component  accounted for 10.7~ of  the total var- 
iance. High-loading items included "restless, can't sit still" ( -  .66), "can't con- 
centrate or pay attention for long" ( - . 6 0 ) ,  "cries a lot or has tantrums" 
( -  .60), "fights a lot, bullies other children" ( -  .58), and "easily confused" 
( - . 5 7 ) .  This measure is referred to as Self-Control. 

Finally, Independence was measured with nine questions from the child's 
interview schedule dealing with activities outside the family. These questions 
included references to (1) whether or not the child had a part-t ime job, (2) 
how often the child spent the night at a friend's house, (3) whether or not 
the child had ever been on a holiday with friends without his or her family, 
and (4) whether or not the child belonged to any clubs. The independence 
measure was based on the first component  to emerge from a principal com- 
ponents analysis of  the nine items. 

The family process and child competence measures are summarized in 
Table I. The reliabilities refer to alpha, KR-20, or theta coefficients, depend- 
ing on whether the scales were summed Likert ratings, summed dichotomies, 
or principal component  scores, respectively. Some scale items were based 
on ratings applied to open-ended interview responses; in these cases, coders 
were trained until agreements reached a minimum of  80~ 

RESULTS 

The first step in the analysis involved a test of  the hypothesis that fa- 
mily processes are related differently to forms of  competence among adoles- 
cents and pr imary school children. A multivariate test was carried out using 
the 12 family process variables and child age level as independent variables, 
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and the six forms of competence as dependent variables. The analysis was 
limited to the 102 adolescents and 99 primary school children from intact 
two-parent families for whom complete data were available. This analysis, 
using the multivariate analysis of  variance program from SPSSX, revealed 
that the combined interaction term between family process measures and age 
level was significant (p = .014), indicating that the pattern of  relations be- 
tween processes and forms of competence was different in the two age groups. 

To determine the nature of  this difference, canonical correlations were 
carried out separately for children in the two age groups. Canonical correla- 
tion is a multivariate technique that allows one set of  variables to be simul- 
taneously related to a second set of  variables. Variables within each set are 
combined in a linear fashion to produce a composite variable referred to as 
a canonical variate. These composite v a r i a t e s - o n e  for each s e t - a r e  der- 
ived with the object of  maximizing the degree of correlation between them. 
Once formed, the canonical variates can then be interpreted by examining 
their correlations with the original variables. After constructing the first pair 
of  variates, successive pairs are created, subject to the restriction that they 
be uncorrelated with previous canonical variates (Levine, 1978). 

The analysis for primary school children revealed an initial canonical 
correlation of  .63 (p < .001) and a second canonical correlation of  .57 
(p < .01). This indicated that perceived family processes were significantly 
and moderately strongly related to forms of children's competence, and that 
two dimensions were needed to adequately represent the pattern of  relations. 
Table II reveals the correlations of  family process and competence variables 
with the first canonical variate. These correlations can be interpreted in the 
following manner: Children who were high in self-control, self-esteem, life 
skills, and social competence tended to describe their families in a particular 
way, that is, they reported high maternal support,  high paternal support,  
high allocation of household responsibility, high maternal control, low child 
autonomy, low maternal punishment, and low paternal punishment. The in- 
terpretation of this pattern seems straightforward: Parents who are warm 
and supportive, somewhat controlling, make a good number of  maturity de- 
mands, and refrain from coercive punishment tend to have children who are 
generally competent.  

The second canonical variate (not presented in Table II) was based on 
only two items: a high negative correlation between marital conflict and child 
self-esteem. However,  zero-order correlations computed separately for each 
sex revealed that the association between conflict and low self-esteem was 
significant, negative, and strong for girls but not for boys. These particular 
data on conflict are discussed in detail in Amato  (1986), and for this reason 
are not discussed further here. 

The canonical analysis for adolescents revealed that only the first ca- 
nonical correlation of .59 was significant Co < .01). This indicated that per- 
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Table  I1. Corre la t ions  of  Fami ly  Process  and  Chi ld  Com-  
petence Var iables  with the First  Canon ica l  Var ia te :  

P r i m a r y  and  Secondary  School  Chi ld ren  

P r imary  Secondary  
school  school  

chi ldren chi ldren 
(n = 99) (n = 102) 

Chi ld  competence  
Sel f -control  .70 r .45 ~ 
Self-esteem .53 c .86" 
Life ski l ls  .49 ~ .27 b 
Social  compe tence  .40 c .58 c 
Independence  .08 .32 ~ 
Read ing  abi l i ty  - . 0 3  - . 0 9  

Fami ly  process  
Mothe r  suppor t  .70 ~ .22 a 
Fa ther  suppor t  .48 r .29 b 
H o u s e h o l d  responsib i l i ty  .33 ~ .33 ~ 
Mothe r  con t ro l  .26 b - . 0 6  
Fami ly  cohes ion  .16 .38" 
Induc t ion  .09 .33 c 
Mar i ta l  conf l ic t  .08 - . 0 8  
Sibl ing re la t ions  - . 0 6  .54 c 
Fa ther  con t ro l  - . 0 8  - . 5 6  c 
Ch i ld  a u t o n o m y  - . 2 0  a .26 b 
Mothe r  pun i shment  - . 3 3  c - . 2 1  a 
Fa ther  pun i shmen t  - . 4 1 "  - . 3 9  ~ 

~ < .05, two tai led.  
bp < .01, two tai led.  
cp < .001, two tai led.  

ceived family processes and adolescent competence were significantly and 
moderately strongly associated, and that only one dimension was needed to 
adequately represent the pattern of relations. Table II reveals the overall rela- 
tionship between the family process variables and the measures of adoles- 
cent competence. Adolescents who were generally high in self-esteem, social 
competence, self-control, independence, and life skills tended to describe their 
families as having high-quality sibling relationships, high allocation of house- 
hold responsibility, high cohesion, high parental use of induction, high mater- 
nal support, high paternal support, high autonomy, low paternal punishment, 
low maternal punishment, and low paternal control. 

DISCUSSION 

The findings for adolescents are similar to those for primary school 
children in three ways. First, at both age levels, reports of parental support 
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were positively associated with general competence, although they appeared 
somewhat less important for adolescents than for younger children. Second, 
for both primary school children and adolescents, parental punishment was 
negatively associated with general competence. Third, the allocation of regular 
duties to adolescents, as well as to younger children, was associated with high 
general competence. 

Differences between adolescents and younger children were also appar- 
ent. First of  all, while the quality of  sibling relations was essentially unrelat- 
ed to the competence of  primary school children, it was strongly associated 
with the competence of  adolescents. Zero-order correlations confirmed that 
the quality of sibling relations was positively and significantly associated with 
self-esteem, social competence, self-control, and independence among adoles- 
cents, but not among younger children. 

Explanations for the importance of siblings to adolescent competence 
come readily to mind. In relation to self-esteem, at a time of  life when rela- 
tions with peers are particularly important,  feelings of self-worth are likely 
to be enhanced by acceptance and support from siblings. And because adoles- 
cents are more self-conscious than younger children, they are likely to be 
more sensitive to their siblings' appraisals. With regard to social competence, 
successful interaction with siblings and the development of close relation- 
ships provide opportunities for the learning fo social skills that can be ex- 
tended to peers. As for self-control, older siblings may set examples for 
younger adolescents and may help parents to enforce family rules, thus 
facilitating the internalization of standards and the self-regulation of impulses 
among younger adolescents. In addition, successful interaction with siblings 
requires that adolescents learn to share and take turns, thus fostering self- 
control. Finally, in relation to independence, relationships with siblings are 
likely to serve as stepping-stones between early parental relationships and 
extrafamilial relations with peers and other adults. 

A second difference between the two age groups involved the level of  
parental control and the corresponding level of child autonomy. For exam- 
ple, while mother control was positively associated with competence among 
primary school children, it was not associated with competence among adoles- 
cents. More importantly, father control stood out as being fairly strongly 
negatively related to competence among adolescents, but not among younger 
children. Similarly, parental induction was not associated with competence 
among younger children, but it was among adolescents. Finally, while the 
level of  autonomy reported by children was negatively associated with the 
competence of  primary school children, it was positively associated with the 
competence of  adolescents-a complete reversal in the direction of the corre- 
lation. 

These findings suggests that heavy control by fathers and a low level 
of child au tonomy-par t i cu la r ly  when combined with low levels of  parental 
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support and high levels of coercive punishment-bode  poorly for the develop- 
ment of  competence in adolescent children. This interpretation is consistent 
with the notion that autonomy is an important goal for most adolescents, 
and that its encouragement, in line with the growing maturity of the child, 
can help facilitate adolescent development. 

The present results indicate that family processes continue to be bound 
up with adolescent development, but in a manner different from that of  
younger children. Among primary school children, the most important family 
processes to emerge in the analysis were mother and father support, whereas 
among adolescents, the most important processes were the quality of  sibling 
relations and parental control practices. These differences reflect the 

developmental s t ages - and  hence, the different interests and n e e d s - o f  
the two groups. Primary school children are more dependent on parents for 
practical assistance and emotional support than are adolescents. On the other 
hand, autonomy and self-reliance are more salient concerns for adolescents 
than for younger children, and relations with similarly aged others, rather 
than parents, naturally come to the fore. 

CONCLUSION 

Although it is often presumed that the direction of effects run mainly 
from the family environment to the child, it is clear that children and adoles- 
cents also have effects on their parents and other family members (Bell, 1968; 
Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Maccoby and Martin, 1983). It is likely, therefore, 
that well-adjusted and competent children contribute to a positively func- 
tioning family. For example, parents of competent adolescents probably find 
it easier to be supportive and to grant autonomy than do parents of adoles- 
cents low in competence. The present analysis, being based on cross-sectional 
data, cannot determine whether it is parents and other family members who 
are affecting the children, or whether it is the children who are affecting their 
families. In fact, the method of statistical analysis used-canonica l  
correlation--requires no assumptions about which set of  variables are in- 
dependent and which set of variables are dependent; it merely shows the pat- 
tern of relations between the two. 

The most reasonable interpretation of  the data is probably one that ac- 
knowledges reciprocal effects between adolescents and their families. This 
interpretation is consistent with family systems theory, which views cause 
and effect relations between all family members as mutual (Kantor and Lehr, 
1975). Competent children, therefore, can be seen to be engaged with their fami- 
lies in benign circles of  socialization through which both children and their 
families experience mutual satisfaction and growth (Amato and Ochiltree, 
1986b; Smith, 1969). However, given that the optimal family environments 
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f o r  y o u n g e r  c h i l d r e n  a n d  a d o l e s c e n t s  a re  r a t h e r  d i f f e r e n t ,  t h e  p r e s e n t  r e su l t s  

s u g g e s t  t h a t  c o m p e t e n c e - b u i l d i n g  f a m i l i e s  a re  t h o s e  t h a t  a r e  a b l e  to  a d j u s t  

succes s fu l l y  to  t h e  g r o w i n g  i n d e p e n d e n c e  a n d  c h a n g i n g  n e e d s  o f  t h e i r  ado l e s -  

c en t  c h i l d r e n .  

R E F E R E N C E S  

Amato, P. R. (1985a). The Children in Families Study: Survey documentation. Unpublished 
manuscript, Australian Institute of Family Studies, Melbourne. 

Amato, P. R. (1985b). Growing pains: Is there life left in the family.'? Adolescents think so. 
Austral. Society 4: 6-10. 

Amato, P. R. (1986). Marital conflict, the parent-child relationship, and child self-esteem. Family 
Relations 35: 403-410. 

Amato, P. R. (1987a). Family processes in one-parent, step-parent, and intact families: 
The child's point of view. J. Marriage and the Family. 49: 327-337. 

Amato, P. R. (1987b). Children in Australian Families: The Growth of  Competence. 
Prenticel-Hall of Australia, Sydney. 

Amato, P. R., and Ochiltree, G. (1986a). Children becoming independent: An investigation 
of children's knowledge and performance of everyday life skills. Australian J. Psychol. 
38: 59-68. 

Amato, P. R., and Ochiltree, G. (1986b). Family resources and the development of child com- 
petence. J. Marriage Family 45: 47-56. 

Amoroso, D. M., and Ware, E. E. (1986). Adolescents' perceptions of aspects of their home 
environment and their attitudes toward parents, self, and external authority. Adoles- 
cence 81: 191-204. 

Bank, S., and Kahn, M. D. (1982). Intense sibling loyalties. In Lamb, M. E., and Sutton-Smith, 
B. (eds.), Sibling Relationships: Their Nature and Significance Across the Lifespan. 
Lawrence Erlbaum, Hillsdale, NJ. 

Baumrind, d. 0968). Authoritarian vs. authoritative control. Adolescence 3: 255-272. 
Baumrind, D. 0969). Child care practices anteceding three patterns of preschool behavior. Genet. 

Psychol. Monogr. 75: 43-88. 
Baumrind, D. (1971). Current patterns of parental authority. Develop. Psychol. Monog. No. 

l: 1-103. 
Bell, N. J., Avery, A. W., Jenkins, D., Feld, J., and Shoenrock, C. J. (1985). Family relation- 

ships and social competence during late adolescence. J. Youth Adoles. 14: 109-120. 
Bell, R. Q. (1968). A reinterpretation of the direction of effects in studies of socialization. Psy- 

chol. Rev. 75: 81-95. 
Bell, L. G., and Bell, D. C. (1982). Family climate and the role of the female adolescent: Deter- 

minants of adolescent functioning. Family Relations 31: 519-527. 
Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The Ecology of  Human Development. Harvard Univeristy Press, 

Cambridge, MA. 
Bryant, B. K. (1982). Sibling relationships in middle childhood. In M. E. Lamb, M. E., and 

Sutton-Smith, B. (eds.), Sibling Relationships: Their Nature and Significance Across the 
Life Span. lawrence Erlbaum, Hillsdale, NJ. 

Cicirelli, V. G. (1982). Sibling influence throughout the life span. In Lamb, M. E., and Sutton- 
Smith, B. (eds.), Sibling Relationships: Their Nature and Significance Across the Life 
Span. Lawrence Erlbaum, Hillsdale, NJ. 

Coopersmith, S. (1967). The Antecedents o f  Self-Esteem. Consulting Psychologists Press, Palo 
Alto, CA. 

Dunn, J. (1984). Sisters and Brothers. Fantana, London. 
Edgar, D. (1974). The Competent Teacher. Angus and Robertson, Sydney. 
Emery, R. E. (1982). Interparental conflict and the children of discord and divorce. Psychol. 

Bull. 92: 310-330. 



Family Processes and Competence 53 

Gecas, V., and Schwalbe, M. L. (1986). Parental behavior and adolescent self-esteem. J. Mar- 
riage Family 48: 37-46. 

Hauser, S. T., Powers, S. I., Noam, G. G., Jacobson, A. M., Weiss, B., and Follansbee, D. 
J. (1984). Family contexts of adolescent ego development. Chill  Develop. 55: 195-213. 

Henderson, R. W. (1981). Home environment and intellectual performance. In Henderson, R. 
W. (ed.), Parent-Chill Interaction: Theory, Research and Prospects. Academic Press, 
New York. 

Hill, J. P., and Holmbeck, G. N. (1986). Attachment and autonomy during adolescence. In 
Whitehurst, G. J. (ed.), Annals ofChil lDevelopment,  Vol. IlL JAI Press, Greenwich, 
CT. 

Jacob, T. (1974). Patterns of family conflict and dominance as a function of child age and 
social class. Develop. Psychol. 10: 1-12. 

Kandel, D., and Lesser, G. S. (1972). Youth in Two Worlds. Jossey-Bass, San Francisco. 
Kantor, D., and Lehr, W. (1975). Inside the Family. Harper Colophon. New York. 
Levine, M. S. (1978). Canonical Analysis and Factor Comparison. Beverly Hills, CA. 
Maccoby, E. E., and Martin, J. A. (1983). Socialization in the context of the family: Parent- 

child interaction. In Hetherington, E. M. (ed.), Handbook o f  Child Psychology, Vol. 
IV." Socialization, Personality and Social Development. Wiley. New York. 

Marjoribanks, K. (1979). Families and Their Learning Environments. Routledge and Kegan 
Paul, London. 

Moos, R. H., and Moos, B. S. (1981). Family Environment Scale Manual. Consulting Psychol- 
ogists Press, Palo Alto, CA. 

Ochiltree, G., and Amato, P. R. (1983). Family conflict and child competence. In Proceedings 
o f  the Australian Family Research Conference, Vol. VI: Family Life. Institute of Fami- 
ly Studies, Melbourne. 

Ochiltree, G., and Amato, P. R. (1984). The child's use of family resources. In Proceedings 
o f  the XXth  International Committee on Family Research Seminar. Institute of Family 
Studies, Melbourne. 

Olson, D. H., and McCubbin, H. I. (1983). Families: WhatsMakes Them Work. Sage, Beverly 
Hills, CA. 

Piers, E. V., and Harris, D. B. (1969). Manual for  the Piers-Harris Children's Self-Concept 
Scale. Counselor Recordings and Tests, Nashville, TN. 

Poole, M. E., and Gelder, A. J. (1984). Family cohesiveness and adolescent autonomy in decision- 
making. Australian J. Sex Marriage Family 5:65-76 

Rollins, B. C., and Thomas, D. L. (1979). Parental support, power, and control techniques 
in the socialization of children. In Burr, W. R., Hill, R., Nye, F. l., and Reiss, I. L. 
(eds.), Contemporary Theories about the Family, 1Iol. L" Research Based Theories. The 
Free Pess, New York. 

Rutter, M. (1979). Changing Youth in a Changing Society: Patterns o f  Adolescent Develop- 
ment and Disorder. Nuffield Provincial Hospitals Trust, London. 

Smith, M. B. (1969). Social Psychology and Human Values. Aldine, Chicago, IL. 
Steinberg, L. D. (1981). Transformations in family relations at puberty. Develop. Psychol. 17: 

833-840. 
Wallerstein, J. S., and Kelly, J. B. (1980). Surviving the Breakup: How Children and Parents 

Cope with Divorce. Grant Mclntyre, London. 
Westley, W. A., and Epstein, N. B. (1969). Silent Majority: Families o f  Emotionally Healthy 

College Students. Jossey-Bass, San Francisco, CA. 


