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ABSTRACT 

This thesis focuses on the dysfunction of a significant 

proportion of America's youth and shows how it can be attributed 

directly to lack of parental presence or parental control. Today's youth 

are in total chaos. Research shows there is a definite lack of quality 

time with today's children from their parents. This lack of parental 

involvement plays a crucial role in the development or lack of 

development of today's youth and tomorrow's workers. 

The purpose of this study is to examine the changes in the 

structure of the American family, and the resulting need for 

management to assume a more parental, supportive, but tough­

minded role to cope more effectively with this new breed of young 

Americans. 

The author holds that the dysfunction of today's youth is clearly 

attributable to two-income households, daycare, divorce, and external 

influences that will eventually affect the new generation of tomorrow's 

workers in the structural workplace. 



Studies show that tomorrow's managers will have to take a 

more parental role towards their employees in order to be effective in 

the workplace. The necessity for this parental role can be traced or 

attributed to the alarming fact that a significant number of today's 

youths are not receiving the support and guidance that only a parent 

can give. 

Research also indicates that companies will have to become 

much more creative in developing programs that address work/family 

issues. Many companies are providing EAP's (Employee Assistance 

Programs), daycare facilities, and onsite-financial planning. 

Ultimately, attitudinal changes in the family will be an impetus to 

attitudinal changes in the workplace. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The American family has changed dramatically in just a 

few of generations. Remember when husbands were 

breadwinners, wives were homemakers and everyone was 

happy? The term for this arrangement, particularly among 

politicians, is "traditional" family. Historically, the traditional 

family was an integrated structure consisting of mother, father, 

brothers, sisters, and grandparents. Parents, children, and 

other family members were able to spend quality time with each 

another. This quality time was a top priority within the family. It 

seems that as times have changed, so have the American 

family's priorities. This change in the structure of the American 

family has profound implications for management, as children 

who have been raised in today's families begin to enter the 

workforce. 

1 



Traditional Families 

Historically, women/wives stayed home to care for their 

children (Miller 70). Now, less than ten percent of the 

households in America fit the traditional "Ozzie and Harriet" or 

"Ward and June Cleaver" of yesteryear where the father was 

the bread winner and the mother stayed home to care for 

children (Wojahn 66). 

2 

According to Hamburg in his book Today's Children, the 

realization that change is essential to controlling the spiraling 

dissolution of the traditional Family. In order to have systematic 

change, the present inefficient and chaotic lifestyles need to 

evolve from the ineffective historical prototype, with emphasis 

upon the needs of today's family members. The rules can not 

apply for this generation, nor the generations that will follow. 

Society needs to let go of some of the ineffective and outdated 

standards, and create a new set of disciplines that are reality 

based (Hamburg 95). 

At the moment, nearly two thirds of families in the United 

States are two- income families (Wojahn 65). Most families, 
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now and in the future, will need two incomes to maintain an 

adequate lifestyle. "Child care will be a necessity not an option 

"(Gage and Mitchell 174). A contributory factor associated with 

influences on today's youth are the problems associated with 

two-income families. One critical issue that plays a crucial role 

in the emotional stability of today's youth, is the significance of 

divorce. Divorce in families has a major emotional impact on 

present-day-youth and his or her prognosis for the future. The 

thesis topic chosen deals with some of the powerful disruptive 

influences that affect today's youth, and attempts to evaluate 

them or these contributory factors. 

◊ Some causes that affect today's youth are: external 

influences such as peer groups and gangs, two­

income family, and divorce . 

◊ Areas that are effected are: emotional stability and 

insecurity. 



◊ Some possible advantages: adaptability to change 

today's youth have more social activities outside the 

home. 

◊ Some possible disadvantages: emotional stability 

and sense of not feeling connected. 

◊ Underlying problems: parents do not have time or 

energy for the children. 

◊ Broader issues: higher crime rates among youth . 
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◊ Important aspects: what are we teaching our children 

as role models? 

◊ Symptoms: loss of interest in school, depression, 

suicidal thoughts or attempts at suicide. 

0 Related issues: breeding ground of anger and 

neglect. 

Today's youth are lacking a development of life long 

relationships. They attempt to fill this void with external 

influences such as peer groups and gangs. If these 

adolescents could find assurance and comfort within their own 

families, perhaps the relationships within peer groups and 



gangs would become unnecessary. The goal is to improve 

family life and the lives of our children, now, as well as in the 

future (Louv 168). Due to the transient nature of today's youth 

there is a lack of development of life-long relationships. 

Today's youths are heavily influenced by external influences, 

such as peer groups and gangs. The goal is to improve family 

life and the lives of our children, now, as well as in the future 

(Louv 168). 

5 

It would appear that the more of the world that children 

experience, the more they assume they know, and the less they 

think they need adults. Because children seem to know more 

about the world, adults are more likely to assume, sometimes 

wishfully, that children can take care of themselves. As a 

result, children and adults pass each other in the night at ever 

accelerating speeds. The way to reverse this process as 

Leman states, is to find ways to increase positive contact 

between adults and children. That prescription is deceptively 

simple. It demands not only a reworking of priorities within 



each family, but also a reweaving of the larger environment so 

that positive contact is more likely (17) . 

6 

When parents and children speak of the nature of 

childhood today, they seldom advocate or criticize specific 

government programs or child-rearing philosophies; mostly they 

express their sense of isolation and disconnectedness, their 

feeling that something unnamed is unraveling around them. 

This unraveling that they sense is the family unit, often referred 

to as "the web" (Leman 19). 

Family Web 

The family makes up a web. Each strand depends upon 

another for strength and support. The first strand is made up 

of parents; the second is the children; the third is the workplace 

and how it treats parents; the fourth is the neighborhood; and 

the fifth is how the city is shaped. This web is emotional as well 

as physical. Intuitively, we all understand that the web supports 

us all, and that attending to it will improve life for children and 

also for adults as well . According to author James Comer, 
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Director of the Yale Child Study Center, "What we have lacked 

is a conceptual framework and a set of guiding principles that 

could unite parents, neighborhoods, and society, principles that 

could help us, within our families and communities, move 

beyond fragmented, programmatic, and often counterproductive 

approaches" (qtd. In Louv 6). 

A new web, more appropriate for the times and the 

economy, can surely be woven. It will be created through 

transformed public schools, family-friendly work places, new 

community designs and new ways of structuring family values. 

According to Comer, "children are willing to accept parental 

influence until they're eight or nine years old; then they drift 

towards forces outside the home" (qtd. in Louv 7). In the past, 

children might have turned to extended families, churches, and 

healthy neighborhoods. "Between home and school, at least 

five close friends of my parents reported everything I did that 

was unacceptable," he said. "They're not there anymore for 

today's children" (qtd. in Louv 7). 
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Once the web begins to unravel, the smallest bodies fall 

through first. How we face the destruction of the old web and 

the weaving of a new one will not only shape America's future 

character, but our character as individuals as well. The nation 

is in the midst of what could be called, to extend psychoanalyst 

Erik Erickson's famous categories, a "generativity" crisis. In 

Erickson's theory of personality growth, the seventh of eight 

stages of growth is generativity versus self-absorption. To 

Erikson, involvement in the well-being and development of the 

next generation is the essence of generativity. This state 

includes being a good parent, but it represents more than that. 

Adults, whether or not they themselves are parents, need to be 

needed by the young. Unless adults can be concerned about 

and can contribute to the next generation, they will suffer from 

stagnation (Childhood and Society 103). 

In Erickson's view, "these adults are barred from 

passage into the final state of development; ego integrity versus 

despair'' (Identity: Youth and Crisis 107). In this stage, a sense 

of integrity comes from satisfaction with one's own life cycle and 
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its place in space and time; the individual feels that his or her 

relationships, actions, and values are meaningful. Despair 

arises when a person is convinced that it is too late to try again. 

Will we be able to look back with pride on how we care for our 

young? The solution is to focus on our children. This does not 

mean that we should indulge our children in obsessive, guilt­

induced materialism. We should connect to something bigger 

than ourselves, bigger even than our own individual families 

(Identity: Youth and Crisis 107). 

Seldom do we ever think of our children as an 

investment that will pay future dividends. We use that term for 

commercial ventures such as being invested in our jobs, our 

careers in our homes, or in the stock market. But there are far 

more important returns from an investment in positive, continual 

caregiving. We are there to touch base, to relive our own 

childhood, or to repair or compensate for what we never 

experienced. If we manage this investment wisely it can 

provide wonderful dividends of pleasure and satisfaction at 

seeing the child, adolescent, and then adult thrive. If we do not 



create a secure foundation for our child, in the end it can 

become very costly, both financially and emotionally (Leman 

18). 

Positive parenting requires a considerable investment in 

time and effort. By making that investment in these crucial 

early years, not only will a strong bond and secure attachment 

be forged, the investment will also lay a firm foundation for the 

child's later success in school. This investment further pays off 

as your child becomes an adult who is both loving and 

responsive to their own future, children, and spouse. The goal 

is to improve family life and the lives of our children, now, as 

well as in the future (Bowlby vol. 2: 212). 

According to Louv, "Today's children are living a 

childhood of firsts. They are the first day-care generation. 

They are also the first multicultural generation, and the first 

generation to grow up in the electronic bubble, the environment 

defined by computers and new forms of television" (5). 

Today's children are the first generation who see nature as 



more of an abstraction then reality. Their days are spent in 

front of the television rather than playing outside. (Louv 5). 

The quality of caregiving is defined primarily from the 

behavior of the primary attachment figure. In other words, we 

learn how to be parents from the actions of our own parents. 

ll 

As a result, the early investment in continuity of positive 

parenting can pay off years later as the child becomes a parent 

to his or her own child . Thus, there is a continual and ongoing 

intergenerational benefit, not only to the families involved but to 

society as a whole. Even in these changing times, mothers still 

seem to be the family reporters, guardians both of the hearth 

and of the truths of the family's emotional life, and gatekeepers 

between the family and the outside world (Berezin 13). 

As Lillard indicates in his book Living Longer. New 

Research, the heart of family life is marriage, the key 

organizing principle behind all civilization. Marriage, which 

brings the two sexes together in a unique legal, social, 

economic and spiritual union, has had special protection within 

the law and the culture because it is indispensable to civilized 
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life. No other relationship provides society what marriage does. 

No other relationship transforms young men and women into 

more productive, less selfish spouses and parents than 

marriage. No other relationship affords children such a rich 

economic, emotional and psychological environment. Only as 

we have drifted from the defense of families have we 

experienced soaring social problems, such as divorce, 

illegitimacy, sexually-transmitted diseases, and crime. The 

answer is not to push the envelope further but to develop the 

primacy of marriage within the law and the culture. "When 

marriage loses its unique status, women and children most 

frequently are the direct victims." (1135). 

A mother is an individual with a parenting or attachment 

history. She brings to the task of parenting all the influences for 

her earliest relationship with her parents. Despite the ever­

expanding supply of how-to-parent books and the general 

agreement among parenting experts that the most useful 

experts parents can turn to are other parents, parents today feel 

isolated from other parents. Their confusion is seldom shared in 
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any deep way. Parents and children are in an environment that 

does not make much sense. People are divorced from nature, 

their time is polluted, and they live in sprawling cities without 

centers and few natural meeting places. The environment does 

not nurture women and children, but drives family life deeper 

into itself (Eccles 114). 

According to author J. Bowlby in his book A Secure 

Base, a rich body of literature indicates that our earliest 

relationships with our parents have cross generational 

influences-that patterns of attachment are transmitted from 

one generation to the next (123). This means that emotional 

security or insecurity is passed on. Furthermore, the research 

indicates that a woman's earliest parental relationships affect 

her ability to create intimacy in her marriage and form close ties 

to her children. "The same holds true for the father. Thus, it 

matters that our parents are accepting or rejecting, physically 

and emotionally accessible or absent due to death, divorce or 

depression"(142). 
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The family is the first social organization with which humans 

come into contact. Families are the first classroom of life and 

often the most significant one. "It is within the family that we 

imbibe and incorporate skills and knowledge that will one day 

enable us to live outside it" (Scarf 17). 

Families are comprised of a number of different 

members. Typically there are one or more adults, who may or 

may not be married to one another. There also may be any 

number of children who are siblings, step siblings and/or 

cousins. In some families, extended family members such as 

grandparents, aunts, and uncles also live in the household 

(Chalfie 116). 

In a study exploring the dynamics of successful single 

parenting, Olson & Haynes found that the following themes 

contributed to calling that parenting situation successful: 

(1) acceptance of responsibility and challenges of single 

parenthood; 

(2) prioritization of the parent role; 

(3) consistent, nonpunative discipline; 



(4) emphasis on open communication; 

(5) ability to foster individuality within a supportive family unit; 

(6) recognition of the need for self-nurturance; 

(7) dedication to rituals and traditions (62). 

15 

Scarf has given up on trying to distinguish families 

according to structure. Her criterion for understanding and 

organizing thoughts and research about families is simply how 

well they function. She found that the structure of families 

varies too widely and has little to do with how successfully the 

family operates (208). Families can come in all shapes and 

sizes. Author Delores Curran outlined what were once the 

traditional functions of a family: 

1. Economical survival. The family had a primary bread­

winner, a helpmate, and children to support who 

eventually added to the income production. 

2. Protection. Family members need each other for 

protection from threats outside their circle. The 

family protected the most vulnerable members and 

taught them survival skills. 



3. Passing on religious faith. Before the tradition of 

"Sunday School" it was the family's responsibility to 

pass on stories of the faith. 

4. Education of the young. Children were taught the 

trades of their parents so that they might have a 

viable livelihood when they came into adulthood. 

5. Conferring status. In more stratified cultures, and 

times, the role that one's family played in the 

community was important in dictating the role each 

individual played, as well as his/her reputation (71 ). 
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The functions and definition of family have changed 

considerably over the years. Curran quoted Dr. Urie 

Bronfenbrenner's definition of family as a "group which 

possesses and implements an irrational commitment to the well­

being of its members" (qtd. In Curran 71 ). The United Church 

of Christ Plan of Work describes families as "persons bound 

together by blood ties or mutual commitment that are sustained 

by shared and common hope" (Curran 8). Curran surveyed 

approximately 500 family and mental health therapists on what 



they thought were the top fifteen traits of healthy families. Her 

book argued that the healthy family: 

1. Communicates and listens. 

2. Affirms and supports one another. 

3. Teaches respect for others. 

4. Develops a sense of trust. 

5. Has a sense of play and humor. 

6. Exhibits a sense of shared responsibility. 

7. Teaches a sense of right and wrong. 

8. Has a strong sense of family in which rituals and traditions 

abound. 

9. Has a balance of interaction among members. 

10. Has a shared religious core. 

11 . Respects the privacy of one another. 

12. Values service to others. 

13. Fosters family table time and conversation. 

14. Shares leisure time. 

15. Admits to and seeks help with problems. ( 26-27) 

17 
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Author Maggie Scarf reached a slightly different 

conclusion about what makes families healthy. She used the 

Beaver's System Model, an assessment device used for clinical 

and research purposes to make sense of data she had already 

begun to collect on families. Three core concerns for families 

emerged in her research: power, intimacy, and conflict. How 

families dealt with these three types of issues determined 

where they would fall on a continuum of both competence and 

functioning. The most troubled famil ies are on one end of the 

continuum, and healthy more productive families on the other. 

Level 5 families were the least functional. Scarf described them 

as the family in pain: "Ghost-Ridden, Leaderless, Confused" 

(208). The level 4 family was the polarized family: "The Tyrant 

and His Subjects ." Level 3 families were rule-bound where a 

"stable, nontyrannical form of governance emerges; the 

problem of intimacy is resolved. " (208) And levels 1 and 2 

families were "Adequate" and "Optimal" - "Where boundaries 

are clear, conflicts are resolvable; as one ascends toward the 

top of the family competence continuum, a trust that good 



things will happen in human encounters grows and prevails" 

(340). 

Empowerment theory is based on the assumption that 

"the capacity of people to improve their lives is determined by 

their ability to control their environment, connect with needed 

resources, negotiate problematic situations, and change 

existing social situations that limit human functioning" (qtd. in 

Gibson 388). 

19 

Fostering a sense of empowerment and helping people feel 

a sense of control, can happen in many different ways. Social 

workers help find resources, and teachers guide the way 

through education. Families can be supportive, and the 

therapists can, among other things, help families and youth 

gain a sense of empowerment by giving voice to myths in the 

form of healthy rituals. 

Community-based preventive activities designed to 

alleviate stress and promote parental competencies and 

behaviors that will increase the ability of families to successfully 

nurture their children, enable families to use other resources 
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and opportunities available in the community. These activities 

create supportive networks to enhance child-rearing abilities of 

parents and help compensate for the increased social isolation 

and vulnerability of families. These programs differ from 

traditional social services as their purpose is prevention and 

parents are actively involved in determining the content and 

nature of the program (Gibson 391 ). 

Author Weissbourd and Kagan state that family support 

programs move beyond prevention toward "optimism". While 

prevention means there is intervention to prevent a problem, 

optimism "extends the concept of prevention because it moves 

beyond avoiding or preventing a problem to promoting optimal 

development of children and families" (Weissbourd & Kagan 

22). 

The most important relationship you will ever have is the one 

you have with your child. 
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Development of Self-Esteem 

Self-esteem can be defined as the value you give 

yourself on a scale from O to 100. This value fluctuates 

continually and is very subjective, representing everything you 

know or believe to be true about yourself. The information 

feeding into your self-evaluation includes the way you looked 

and behaved when you were an adolescent. If you were 

overweight as a child, for example, you will most likely continue 

to perceive yourself as overweight through life. It may also 

include what you did five minutes ago. When things are going 

well for you, you feel better about yourself. When something 

unfortunate happens, you feel bad about yourself. Remember 

that day, not long ago, when you focused on one particular 

negative about yourself and a whole video tape of your 

imperfections played itself out in your head? When it was over, 

your overall self-esteem was at the bottom of the bucket. 

Nothing else went right the rest of the day. This negative video 

is actually an edited version of the negative images you have 

preserved about yourself--clips of all your failures, the 



perceived put-downs by others, and the challenges you never 

got around to tackling. Self-esteem is also influenced by the 

comparisons we make with other people. We like to look for 

flaws in others, watch them fail , and then gossip about their 

shortcomings. We, in turn, look great by comparison (Leman 

22). 
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How highly you value yourself--in other words, your level 

of self-esteem depends on how consistent your actions are with 

what you believe your actions should be. For example, if you 

believe that "to err is wrong," your self-esteem will plummet 

every time you make a mistake. Eventually you will reach a 

point where your fear of being wrong or making a mistake will 

weigh more heavily on you than your desire to please other 

people. At that time, you might withdraw from the arena of 

active participation in decision making or conflict resolution 

(Hamburg 97). 

Curran states there are two self-esteem values with 

which we all function. One is our private evaluation of 

ourselves. This consists of what we really feel we are worth at 
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any given moment. The other is the mask or facade we present 

to other people. There is nothing wrong with having a facade, 

so long as you are aware of it. The danger of vertical illness 

(walking around pretending that everything is great and that the 

world is your oyster) increases when you begin to confuse 

reality with the facade. Your partner sees this before you do. 

Role-playing increases the possibility that you will feel phony 

and begin to devalue yourself. This could happen if one of your 

values is to be "true to yourself at all costs." Deciphering the 

difference is more difficult for men than it is for women, because 

men tend to operate in a hierarchical illusion. They often 

appear to be role-playing even in their private lives (26). 

Curran continues, stating that women unconsciously 

encourage the "strong male" facade. They want to feel that a 

strong person will take care of them in the event something 

goes wrong. A friend of ours once observed, "I was born to be 

taken care of! Daddy always told me not to worry. He would 

always protect me." Daddy is dead and she is in a perpetual 

rage. After a divorce, she has no one to pay her bills and make 
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her happy. Double-blind expectations (unconsciously 

expecting someone to take care of you while consciously 

asking your partner to be more honest, open, and feeling) send 

mixed messages. If a man tells his significant other that he is 

worried about losing his job, she feels threatened. He senses 

this and puts on a facade, choosing not to burden her with his 

fears or any other reality that might make her unhappy. 

Masking does not eliminate his fear (27). 

Some studies indicate that you can have two different 

levels of self-esteem operating at the same time: One level is 

how you evaluate yourself at work; the other, an entirely 

different value you place on yourself at home. When this value 

difference is significant, you most likely feel split or torn and in 

internal conflict. Your behavior will probably come across as 

hostile, withdrawn, and inconsistent. Hamburg indicates that "It 

has been our experience that women tend to feel higher self­

esteem at home than they do at work, while men tend to feel 

higher self-esteem at work" (255). This may be because men 
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still feel uncomfortable with intimate relationships (Hamburg 

278). 

People with low self-esteem attempt to escape reality. They 

do not like who they are and fear they can never be who they 

think they should be. So they blame others for their failures and 

merge into roles and expectations that leave them feeling empty 

and afraid. Role-playing can be a dangerous defense. If you do 

not know who you are, neither will anyone else (Louv 39). 

A major barrier to achievement and success in all areas 

of your life is the belief that you cannot, or do not deserve to 

succeed and/or be happy. 

When you don't feel you deserve to be happy or successful, 

you will adjust events in order to make that belief come true. It 

is called self-fulfilling prophecy. You expect certain things to be 

or to happen and you somehow make them happen. Where did 

your expectations come from? 

A major barrier to achievement and success in all areas 

of your life is the belief that you cannot, or do not deserve to 

succeed or be happy. Your major values concerning right and 
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wrong, good and bad, were formed by the time you were about 

eight years old. These values were assimilated from statements 

and suggestions made to you or demands made upon you by 

the people who had the greatest influence on you while growing 

up. These influential people included your parents, siblings, 

clergyman, grandparents, other people's parents, and close 

friends (Curran 152). 

If approval was hard to come by in your particular 

environment, you learned to accept yourself as less than 

perfect and therefore unworthy of happiness. You may have 

accepted the injunction, "Work hard, your reward will be in 

heaven." Or, "If it's worth doing at all, it's worth doing right." Or, 

"Don't just sit there, do something." You began to believe, even 

if on an unconscious level, that nothing you did was ever quite 

good enough to please these important people. You might still 

feel that way, still engaged in an endless and unfulfilling quest 

to please everyone. Being a people-pleaser, and trying to 

please all of the people all of the time, is a losing game, just 

can't be done. The one who suffers the most is you and 
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ultimately your partnership. Many of the messages that you 

received early in life from those influential people can continue 

to keep you down or, at the very least, into a constant state of 

conflict within yourself (Curran 153). 

Jeanine Skala, a self-employed, mother of two told this 

story: "As a little girl one of her earliest memories was coming 

home from school delighted with having received all A's, but 

one. My mother was flowery in her praise and pride, but my 

father, whom I loved dearly and was always trying to please 

looked at the report card and said, 'The A's are nice, but what's 

that B doing there!' "I was crushed! My dad had just affirmed 

that I was not acceptable until and unless I brought home all 

A's. That feeling of not being quite good enough became a 

major issue in the development of my self-esteem and feelings 

of self-worth. I was not acceptable unless I was perfect and I 

have never quite been able to be perfect. Since I am not 

perfect, I must be worthless" (Skala). 

Our strongest need in life is for approval. As with 

Jeanine, some of the values formed in your early childhood 
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remain with you forever. When you return to the people from 

whom you need approval, your conditioned early values come 

up against new free-choice values. For example, your parents 

may have believed that if they "spared the rod" they would spoil 

the child. Your education and experience reinforce your belief 

that physical abuse has negative consequences. Besides, its 

illegal to hit children! However, when you visit Mom and Dad, or 

they visit you, they criticize you for not punishing the children 

strong enough. You are in conflict. Whenever you go against an 

early value, you feel guilty (Brazelton 98). 

The degree of your conflict may be major or minor. Your 

ability to cope with it will depend upon your awareness that a 

values conflict exists. When you are unaware, you will 

experience a feeling of disharmony or anxiety. Accept your right 

and their right to be different, think differently, and act 

differently. You will then be able to accept conflict as rational 

and normal. You may have a brief moment of anxiety, caused 

by guilt or fear, but you will be able to come to terms with these 

feelings based upon your new system of values. Consider it a 
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learning experience. It used to happen to us. When we went 

back to our respective parents' homes, we felt and acted like 

little children trying to please our parents. As a result, we 

tended to go on the defensive. Of course we were not aware at 

the time, that we were on the defensive, but it was there. We 

became irritable and snippy (Bowlby vol. 1 177). 

Again, self-awareness is the key. When we are aware of 

this tendency, we commit ourselves to avoiding the defensive 

mode and operate with the assumption that others are not really 

trying to put us down. They are just locked into old patterns of 

behavior and interaction (Chalfie 119). 

We take personal responsibility for our reactions and 

choose to change old patterns. It is not always easy. But if our 

parents could have done better, they would have. Just as if we 

could do better, we would. It was very rewarding actually to love 

them instead of being on guard and closed off. Now that they 

are all gone, we wish we had been a little nicer, called a whole 

lot more, and understood that they were young, vigorous, 

frightened people being held captive in aging bodies. They 



probably were wishing that they had enjoyed life more while 

pursuing their goals (Chalfie 112). 
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In the natural sciences, one no longer speaks of the food 

chain but of an intricate food web. The strands of childhood are 

interwoven; pull one, and all the others loosen or unravel. To 

strengthen one strand, those attached to it must be 

strengthened as well. Let's take a look some of the strands that 

are being stretched to the breaking point, at some of the 

interconnected stresses buffeting the American family (Louv 5). 

American Family 

First, we must decide what makes up the American 

family. As parents, many of us dream about the past, about 

what families are supposed to be. We cannot quite remember 

what we dreamed, as when lying half awake in the morning we 

catch and assemble the trails of mist from disappearing dreams. 

We attempt to remember our collective American childhood, the 

way it was. What we often remember is a combination of the 

real past, pieces reshaped by bitterness and love, and, of 
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course, the video past -- the portrayals of family life on 

television programs such as "Leave It to Beaver" and "Father 

Knows Best" and all the rest. For many of the baby boomers the 

imaginary Cleaver family came the closest to encapsulating 

what they felt they had lost, even if they had never had it. 

These television images drilled the myth of the· American family 

into our minds and our culture even as the majority of families 

took on quite different shapes and characteristics (Louv 44). 

American family life has never been particularly idyllic. In 

the nineteenth century, nearly a quarter of all children 

experienced the death of one of their parents. (No wonder the 

plots of so many Disney tales, psychologically rooted in the 

nineteenth century and earlier, were centered on the death of a 

parent.) Not until the sixties did the chief cause of separation of 

parents shift from death to divorce. The twentieth-century trend 

toward a widening variety of family definitions was interrupted 

only by the post-World War II boom in large families and early 

marriage. That period, however, may have been the real 

aberration. In the fifties, about 55 percent of American families 
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were modeled along the lines of the Cleavers. Today only three 

out of ten American families fits the "traditional" pattern of a 

homemaker mother and bread winner father (Louv 44). 

Families today are more diverse and less stable. As 

Peter Ma Director of the Rand Corporation's Population 

Research Center says: "People think they are seeing 

departures the norm, but departures now are the norm" (qtd. in 

Hagestad 43). Another current reality of the American family is 

that family size is decreasing. There are now fewer parents, 

children, and other members per family than ever before in our 

nation's history. Younger couples divorce more readily and 

earlier in their marriages, which means that young children are 

more likely to be involved. The level and nature of divorce 

today foreshadows a future in which most first marriages will 

end in divorce. (Henry, Ceglian and Ostrander 49). 

Stepparents are entering the social mainstream. Many 

schools now publish directories cross-referenced to two sets of 

parents with different last names. More children are born and 

raised out of wedlock. According to the Census Bureau, nearly 
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two out of ten of the women in the United States who gave birth 

in 1988 were unmarried. More families are headed by single 

parents and children are spending more of their lives with 

single parents. Soon a quarter of white children and close to 

half of black children may lose regular contact with a parent at 

some point during their childhood (Henry, Ceglian and 

Ostrander 32). 

Just about everyone these days seems to have an 

opinion about what the right kind of family should be, but 

children -- especially younger ones -- define family in a much 

looser and a much more open and forgiving way than do many 

of their parents. Valeria Lovelace, the Director of Research for 

"Sesame Street," studied how children define family in the late 

eighties. "We asked children about all kinds of configurations, 

whether a 'real' family is a nuclear family, or a mother and child, 

or a number of other possibilities," said Lovelace. "And what we 

learned from them is that children are very open in what they're 

calling family." For example, children were most likely to 

identify "Mr. and Mrs. Brown and Billy" as a family. The nuclear 
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family is still the most readily accepted. "However, later on in 

our interview, we said Mr. and Mrs. Brown and Billy live 

together but they don't love each other. Are they a family! And 

half the children who had earlier identified Mr. and Mrs. Brown 

and Billy as a family now said no, they were not a family. In the 

minds of three- to five-year-olds, when you say 'family,' they 

don't think about a configuration, but an expectation of love and 

caring that goes along with it. When they talk about family, they 

talk about love. They talk about caring. As adults, we don't 

necessarily give children credit for drinking in these terms" 

(Lovelace). 

In the interviews that the author conducted, the younger 

the children were, the more open they were to new family forms. 

At John Weldon Elementary School in O'Fallon, Missouri, the 

author asked a classroom of third- and fourth-graders to define 

normal family." Was a single-parent family normal? Or did a 

normal family need two parents? Among the comments: 

(1) "I think a normal family is a dad and a mom and then two 

children who live in the same house and like each other." 



(2) "A normal family is sort of like the 'Donna Reed Show, a 

sister and brother same age, a wife and husband, and 

maybe a little baby, and they do the normal stuff and the 

wife stays home and cooks and stuff, my dad goes out to 

work, and the children go to school in the morning." 
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(3) "A bad thing is if you have two parents in one house, 

there's more of a chance of big arguments, and of roughing 

it out on the children." 

(4) "Well, I don't think a normal family has to have two parents 

living in the same house, but a normal family is like, a mom 

and a dad -- they don't have to live together though -- and 

the children -- they know that their parents love them and 

know that it's not their fault that they got a divorce." 

(5) "I don't think a normal family has to have two parents 

because all the family really has to have is people who care 

about each other." Ironically, as the average size of families 

becomes smaller, stepfamilies -- or "blended" families 

(mine, yours, ours) -- give some children a greater sense of 

family and belonging (Personal Interview July 1997). 
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