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ABSTRACT

Profound structural changes in American families over the past three
decades have transformed "traditional" living arrangements for children and
stimulated a great deal of interest regarding children and their well-being. How
firstborn children perceive their family environment is the main focus of this study
(Causal-Comparative). A relationship was investigated between the family
structure of intact and divorced families and firstborn’s perception of the family
environment. Ninety-seven firstborn children, 52 from intact families and 45 from
divorced families, between the ages of 8-12, evaluated their family environment by
responding to the CV/FES. Using the f test (two sided) for independent samples,
it was found that there were significant differences in 5 subscales within the 10
subscales of the CV/FES between firstborn children of divorced and intact families.
It was concluded that firstborn chﬂ&ren from divorced homes perceive less
cohesion, achievement orientation, active recreational orientation, organization,
and more control within their home environment. Conflict was found to be

perceived as the same for firstborn children from divorced and intact families.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION

There is a new awareness about the impact of families on children. While it
has always been known that the family environment influences people, it is now
being discovered that the influence is greater than previously imagined. It is now
understood that families are dynamic social systems, having structural laws,
components and rules (Sulloway,1996).

The traditional family structure is changing. Goldenberg and Goldenberg
(1985) report that national surveys indicate drops in marriage rates and increases
in divorce rates, the number of unwed mothers, and in individuals choosing to live
alone. The authors attribute the great changes in family patterns to the fact that
divorce has become more commonplace than ever (Peterson & Nisenholz, 1991).

'High divorce rates in the United States over the years have resulted in
numerous changes in American family life, with perhaps the most important
consequences bearing on children whose families have been disrupted (Demo,
1988). With the acceleration of the divorce rate, the number of nontraditional
families (such as single-parent families and reconstituted families) has increased
relative to intact, first-time nuclear families (Richardson & Richardson, 1990).

According to Welsh and Galliher (1998), psychologists have repeatedly
documented that siblings who grow up together are almost as different in their
personalities as people plucked randomly from the general population. Siblings
differ for two fundamental reasons: first, they share, on average, only half of their

genes; second, and less obviously, most of the environmental influences affecting



siblings are not shared. This is true not only of the experiences children have
outside the family, but also of those occurring within the home.

Families are made up of many different relationships within their
environment, each occupied by a different individual and each presenting different
views on life. From these perspectives, family members experience the same
events differently. Families do share interests and social values. However, siblings
have different interests and values which may be caused by the different
relationships within the family (Salloway, 1996).

There are similarities in sibling strategies linked to birth order and gender
and sibling differences that are important to discuss. For example birth order
merits special attention because it shows significant differences in age, size, power,
privilege and status with the family. The typical firstborn strategy is to align his or
her interests with those of the parents, adopting the parents' persﬁeétive on family
life. The family status of firstborns is primary, and they seek to maintain this
primary position by defending their place against younger brothers and sisters
(Salloway, 1996).

Psychologists have been studying birth order for more than a century and
have documented many interesting results. Firstborns are reported to be more
responsible and achievement oriented than later-borns, who are, in turn, reported
to be more socially successful than their older siblings (Gates, Lineberger,
Crockett, & Hubbard, 1988). When the family environment is disrupted, it seems
logical that firstborn children would feel the disruption more than younger siblings.

For instance, the oldest child is usually expected to take on more responsibilities in
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the household and with younger siblings. This may cause firstborns in divorced
families to have a more negative perception of the family environment (Gates,
Lineberger, Crockett, & Hubbard, 1988).

Statement of the Problem

The family represents a basic human system that fulfills various needs and
exerts considerable influence on all people (Byrne, 1977), and it has been found to
be significantly related to how individuals rate themselves, their mothers, and their
fathers (Parish & Nunn, 1988). Parish (1988) found that evaluations of families by
college students from intact versus divorced families revealed their ratings of
parents and self-concepts were more favorable for intact families. Parish (1990, p.
353) states, "It seems essential that we also determine if findings similar to those
reported by Parish (1988) are found to apply to school age children. .

Children’s perceptions of parental behavior are seen as critical determinants
of their own actions and reactions. A better understanding of how children
perceive their family is likely to be useful in guiding future theory and research on
child socialization ( Amato, 1991; Parish, 1988). Researchers have devoted
relatively little attention to how children perceive parent-child relations and their
family environment (Amato, 1990).

Gilby and Pederson (1982) stated that little was known about children’s
concept of the family. Specifically, little research had focused on how the child
viewed the structure of the family. The lack of research on children may be due to
a belief that children’s views are less important and not worthy of study. On the

contrary, children’s perceptions are as important as those of parents in



understanding the totality of the family experience. School children are a
potentially valuable source of information about their families (Amato & Ochiltree,
1987).

The family experience is different for each sibling. A child who is born into
a household with only two adults in it has a different experience of early childhood
than the child born into a household of two adults and three children. Much of the
influence of birth order on personality is due to this difference of whom is
physically present in the household. For example, the personal and marital
fulfillment and contentment of the parents may be a different level at each child’s
birth, and this will affect how they are as parents as well as the emotional
atmosphere in the home and how they perceive their family environment. When a
family is content and happy for many years and then conflict or divorce is
experienced in the family, firstborns may have a different perception of the family
compared to later-born children (Sulloway, 1996).

The purpose of this study is to investigate children’s perception of the
family environment, specifically firstborns, in intact and divorced families. The aim
of this study is to compare different aspects of firstborn's perceptions of their
family environment such as cohesion, conflict and control. Because birth order can
have a major effect on children and their perceptions of the family environment,
only firstborn children from families with two or more children are being

investigated.



CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW
Changing Trends on Family Structure

Goldenberg and Goldenberg (1985) described a family as "a natural social
system with properties all its own, one that has evolved a set of rules, roles, and
power structure, forms of communication, and ways of negotiation and problem
solving that allow various tasks to be performed effectively" (p. 3). Traditionally, a
family is referred to as a group of people who generally live under one roof, who
are related by blood, marriage or adoption and who love and support one another.
The family consists of two sets of grandparents, one set of parents and children.
The purpose of family is thought of as the nurturance of children, the teaching and
transmission of traditions and values, the responsibility for one another's welfare
and the respect for one another's individuality (Windell, 1991);

Individuals form families in order to satisfy some basic physical and
emotional needs. Emotional needs include those of closeness and intimacy, self-
expression, influence, and meaning or purpose. These needs are usually satisfied
through relationships, work, and having children, which traditionally has required
marriage and the formation of a family. (Newman & Newman, 1995).

The family has gone through a time of upheaval. High rates of divorce,
single parents, two-paycheck parents, and the "blending" of children from
separated marriages are some of the stresses that have changed the family structure
(Salk, 1992). With the many changes in the family structure come major

implications for the life course of children and their well-being. Children raised by
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single parents or in stepfamilies are disadvantaged compared to children raised by
both original parents (Acock & Demo, 1988).

For many years in the United States, it was hard to find more than one
image of the family. The "ideal" family, as people saw it on television, had a father,
a mother, and at least two children. In this image, the father went to work, the
mother stayed home, and all the children were happy to obey their parents. Forty
years ago, more than 80 percent of American children grew up in a family with
their two biological, married parents. This is called an intact family. By 1980, only
50 percent of American young people lived their entire childhood in an intact
family. In 1991, more than 14 million American children under the age of 18 were
living in fatherless homes, and more than two million in motherless homes
(Tsuchiyama, 1994). By 1996 16.6 million children were living in a fatherless
home and 3.1 million were living in a motherless home (Saluter, 1998).

According to Ryan (1989), five out of six divorced men and three out of
four divorced women remarry within three years. Since most parents remarry fairly
soon after a divorce (4/5 of men who divorce and 3/4 of women marry again
within three years), many more children are likely to be a part of a stepfamily
(Ryan, 1989).

Functional and Dysfunctional Families

Children are born into an organization called "the family." Just as every
group has its rules and bylaws, so does each family. As children come to
understand the rules and regulations that govern the family, they feel safe,

protected, and comfortable. The rules protect children. They give them a sense of



security and ensure a sense of order in their life. Ifthe rules are consistent and
reasonable day after day, then children regard their world predictable. Children
certainly need a predictable world. If the rules are changing, uncertain or unclear,
children are disoriented and confused and their behavior will reflect this. Most
children do better when their world is structured. When it is well-ordered and the
expectations for them are clear. Rules, and the limits indicated by clear rules,
suggest the standards and expectations of their parents (Peterson & Nisenholz,
1991).

Families can be dysfunctional or functional. In dysfunctional families
members are not able to attain their goals. According to Satir (1972), common
characteristics of dysfunctional families are low self-worth; indirect, vague, or
dishonest communication patterns; strict, rigid, unbending and everlasting rules;
and linkages to society that are fearful, placating, and blaming. These
characteristics interfere with the attainment of the needs for closeness, power, and
meaning resulting in symptomatic behaviors. Common symptomatic behaviors
include acting-out children, escape into long hours of work, and involvement in an
affair. Dysfunctional families often experience hopelessness, helplessness, and
loneliness.

In functional families, the needs of individual members are met. In highly
functioning families, self-worth is high; communication is direct, clear, specific,
and honest; rules are flexible, humane, appropriate and subject to change; and the
linking to society is open and hopeful (Satir, 1972). Satir refers to these as vital,

nurturing families.
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Both dysfunctional and functional families experience conflict, but
functional families are willing to listen to each other, consider each other’s point of
view and make compromises. Dysfunctional families are unable to accomplish this.
Impact of Divorce / Separation

Parental separation has a domino effect on the family system. When a
couple decides to separate, the foundation of the family system is shaken, and
many of the building blocks the family created together are either shaken, fall, or
are recreated to form a new family system. Naturally, the children, as part of the
system, are directly affected by the numerous changes that occur as a result of the
parents' decision to separate (Margolin, 1996). Transitions and family crisis take
their toll on children (Parish, 1991).

The most consistent findings from studies of family structure and
socialization are that single parents exert weaker controls and make fewer
demands on adolescents than married parents (Amato, 1987; Aston & McLanahan,
1991; Demo, 1988; Weise, 1979). Stepparents provide less warmth and
communicate less well with adolescence than do original parents (Amato, 1987;
Astone & McLanahan, 1991). According to Curtain, McLanahan, and Thomson
(1992), single parents exerted less supervision and control in some domains than
did married parents, and that stepparents engaged in child-related activities and/or
expressed positive feelings toward children less frequently than did original
parents.

Margolin (1996) compared children from divorced homes with those from

intact ones where parents always fight. The findings showed that the intact families



generally are healthier psychologically and behaviorally. Children cannot prevent
their parents from divorcing, but they can develop into healthy adults if their
parents keep their conflicts between themselves and continue to have positive
relationships with them.

Parish (1987) concluded that youth’s self-concepts and ratings of parents
were more favorable for those from intact families as compared with those from
divorced families. The findings indicated that youths from intact families evaluated
their families significantly more positively than did those from either divorced non-
remarried or divorced remarried families.

Cohesion of Divorced / Separated Families

In relation to the general family environment, Amato (1987) suggested that
family life is less cohesive and warm after separation. This is in part due to the
tensions left over from the pre-separation period and partly because family
members are preoccupied with their own problems (Hetherington, 1982;
Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980).

Moos and Moos (1981) found that members of one-parent families,
compared with members of two-parent families, rated their home environments as
less cohesive, less organized, less controlling, less supportive, and more
independent. Whether family life in one-parent families becomes more cohesive
over time, however, is not known (Amato 1987).

Amato (1987) found that even if life in divorced families settles down over
time, it still remains at a less cohesive level than in intact families as far as children

are concerned. The low level of reported cohesion may reflect lingering sources of
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tension in the family or it may show more influence from outside interests and
social contacts.
Conflict of Divorced / Separated Families

Children who continue to witness frequent and intense parental conflict,
who are abandoned by a parent, or who suffer from constant inattention will
remain at an early stage of the divorce process. They yearn for parental
reconciliation rather than accept the family reality. These children are often
depressed or angry and have problems academically, socially, and behaviorally
(Margolin, 1996).

Conflict often continues between the parents following the separation
(Herthington, 1982). There are still many issues to resolve, including custody and
visitation. Often, children are exposed to these conflicts and suffer greatly. Parent
battling that is ax-ldible and visible té the children is a primary cause of their poor
adjustment in school, with peers, and toward adults (Margolin, 1996).

Researchers examining parental conflict assume that hostility between
parents creates an aversive environment which is less than optimal for children’s
development and negatively affects their well-being (Maccoby & Martin, 1983).
Children in families with high levels of conflict will show equally low levels of
well-being, regardless of family structure (Vanderwater & Lansford, 1998).
However, children living in single-parent families due to divorce with low conflict
between parents may, in fact, be better adjusted than children in high conflict

families who have never divorced (Amato & Kieth, 1991). Rosen (1979)
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concluded that parental separation is more beneficial for children than continued
conflict.

Amato (1987) found that children perceived no more or less conflict in
stepfamilies than in intact families, indicating that the quality of marital
relationships in stepfamilies is, overall, as good as in other types of families. The
level of conflict is an important dimension of family interaction that can precipitate
changes in family structure and affect children's well-being (Acock & Demo,
1988).

Control of Divorced / Separated Families

In divorce and separation, children are required to spend time in two
different households, often sacrificing free time with friends to comply with this
newly imposed schedule. The parents may each have different rules and discipline
styles that can confuse the child. Children are more insecure at this time and may
push limits and test boundaries to see if their parents are still in control of them
(Margolin, 1996).

Amato (1987) revealed that single parents exert weaker controls and made
fewer demands on adolescents than married parents. This may be because one
parent is trying to do the job of a two-parent family and is unable to keep control
of the adolescent as they would with another adult to help. A low level of control
of adolescents can be interpreted as a lack of supervision (Amato, 1981;
McLanahan & Thompson, 1992). On the other hand, it may reflect the fact that
adolescents in one-parent families tend to be relatively mature, so that strict

control is less necessary (Weiss, 1979). Other studies have shown that single



parents are less likely to monitor the behavior of adolescents (Astone &
Mclanahan, 1991), and are more willing to leave a child home alone (Demo,
1988).

In one-parent families, primary school children said their mothers exercised
a relatively high level of control. This may be due to the fact that mothers try to
overcompensate for the absent parent and provide more supervision of younger
children (Amato, 1987).

Parents' ability to control their children after divorce is often impaired.
Both parents frequently communicate poorly with their children, become erratic in
enforcing discipline and in showing affection, and make few maturity demands
(Peterson & Zill, 1986). Children experiencing transitions need at least one parent
who is caring, trustworthy, and in control over what happens in the family
(Werner, 1984). |
Birth Order

An individual’s personality development is influenced greatly by his/her
place in the family and his/her relationship with parents and siblings. Therefore,
siblings raised in the same family environment may have a different perception of
their parents and their family environment (Harigan & Grimes, 1992). Birth order
is one of the most powerful influences in the way that individuals react to the
world (Margolin, 1996).

Birth order fosters distinctive personality traits across families of different
economic, social and ethnic backgrounds. Some researchers believe how one is

placed in one's family can have an influence on personality traits (Sulloway, 1996).
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In addition to the changes in the family itself between births, each child is
born with a unique genetic inheritance and constitutional makeup. This also
affects how family members relate to the child, which, in turn, affects the child’s
perception of all that happens in the family (Richardson & Richardson, 1990).

During the last two decades, studies of personality have shown that siblings
raised in the family are almost as different as unrelated individuals. Biological
siblings are more similar in their personalities than adoptees, these resemblances
are attributable to shared genes, not to the shared family environment (Welsh &
Galliher, 1998). The longer siblings live with one another, the more different they
become. One of the most pressing questions confronting personality psychology is
why siblings are so different (Salk, 1992).

Parents often discover that they prefer one child over another; Parents
exhibit such preferences despite their own best efforts to treat children equally. In
one study, two-thirds of the children being interviewed claimed that mothers
exhibited partiality. Siblings also report greater parental discrimination than
parents report. Indeed children are exquisitely alert to favoritism by parents (Salk,
1992).

The firstborn in a family is the first child faced with finding his or her place
of belonging. He/she might decide to be significant by being responsible, helpful,
smart, a perfectionist-and the boss, when another child arrives on the scene. The
second child usually finds the first place taken and is faced with the challenge of
choosing a different way to be special. Second-born children might be easygoing,

socially popular, noisier, or less responsible and adequate because of their
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perceived inability to keep up with their older siblings. Youngest children might
decide to be cute and entertaining. Some decide they need to be taken care of and
learn skills of charm and manipulation. They often think they are entitled to special
treatment. Others become competitive and try to catch up with and surpass the
rest. Only-children often share the characteristics of the oldest or the youngest.
Some find belonging and importance in being the one and only (Nelson, Lott, &
Glenn, 1993).

Personalities are influenced as much by birth order and the decisions one
makes about how one fits into the family as they are by genetics, parenting style,
cultural background, and economic status. The first place people make decisions
about how they are different is in the family of origin. Oldest children in different
families have more in common than with their own siblings, and so forth down the _
birth order. Children are not consciously aware of the process, but they look
around in their family and make comparisons with their siblings. These
comparisons are called competition. They try to figure out how they can belong
and be significant in areas different from those already taken by their siblings. If
one child is already good in academics, another child might try to be popular,
another the good child, another the rebel, another the charming manipulator
(Nelson, Lott, & Glenn, 1993).

There are similarities in sibling strategies linked to birth order, gender, and
other sibling differences that are important to discuss. For example birth order
merits special attention because it shows significant differences in age, size, power,

privilege and status with the family (Sulloway, 1996).
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Birth order can affect an individual’s personality development. Parents
may treat older children differently from younger children. Older siblings exhibit
personality traits that differ from their younger siblings. Specifically, firstborn
children tend to have higher self-esteem than laterborn children do (Schwab &
Lundgren, 1978).

Unfortunately, birth-order characteristics are not always easily
distinguishable, since the length of time between births can affect the birth-order
characteristics. Iftwo children are born relatively close together and a long period
of time elapses before another child is born, birth order characteristics can be
skewed. In this situation, the later-born child may display firstborn characteristics
(Harrigan & Grimes, 1992).

Adlerian Theory on Birth Order

Alfred Adler (1927) had a sfrong interest in birth order. Adler’s theory
pointed out that all people did not necessarily react the same to similar
environmental experiences. Each person adopted an individual attitude,
determined by impressions created in early childhood. Although the reality of the
environment was a forceful factor, the person’s subjective impression of it was
actually more important. Thus Adler emphasized the significance of perception
and minimized the importance of reality (Margolin, 1996). The most decisive
factor in behavior was not environment but the person’s attitude toward it. The
attitude was determined by, and in turn determined, perception. Perception was,
then, an instrument for the enhancement of style of life and always took place in

such a way as to be compatible with it (Adler 1927; Neel, 1977).
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Adler believed that social interest is the primary force that influences not
only sexual behavior but all other human behavior as well. Infants are born into a
social atmosphere and become increasingly aware, as they grow and develop, that
their survival demands certain kinds of social behavior, and they are, in fact, totally
dependent for many years on the adults who surround them. As time passes, they
devise and revise the way they view their worlds, and their behavioral responses
are attempts at effectively coping with such interpretations. These unique views
about the nature of life and its meanings both result from, and contribute to, each
individual's self-appraisal, in a never-ending cycle of evaluation and interpretation
(Donigian & Malnati, 1987).

At birth, the worldly environment seems so overwhelming to individuals
that a profound feeling of inadequacy and inferiority must inevitably develop. From
that dasr on, according to Adlerians, people become goal-oriented, both physically
and psychologically. So, if, as adults, they want to know what causes them to act
in a certain way, they must focus on their current objectives, rather than on some
historical events. This does not mean, of course, that people always reach their
objectives, or that their objectives are always productive ones. Nor does it negate
the premise that their early recollections of childhood and their ordinal position
within the family constellation do not affect their achievement levels. If these past
experiences have been very painful, their current outlook, and therefore, their
social responses, may be twisted and warped (Gates, Lineberger, Crockett, &

Hubbard, 1988).



24

Since human beings tend to define self-concept in terms of their
perceptions of, and comparisons with others, the most significant parts of their
environment are the people who provide models for them. That is, all human
behavior is socially motivated by the basic task of striving to find a satisfactory
niche among fellow humans. The nature of that niche depends in turn on
perceptions individuals have of those humans and of the environment in which they
all function. That sought-after niche, and those perceptions, though continually in a
state of some flux, acquire a basic stability that becomes the model and guide by
which individuals conduct their lives (Gilby & Pederson, 1982).

Even so, Adler maintained that the human personality is much more than a
passive recipient and responder to external influences. The outlook individuals
have on life is the result of their unique and idiosyncratic interpretation of their
environment, and two people under the same environmental influences may create
substantially different interpretations. To this extent, Adler says individuals are the
creators of their world view and their lifestyle, and therefore, capable of changing
and developing their own destiny (Sulloway, 1996).

Individual Psychology puts significant emphasis on early childhood
recollections as a major factor in the attitudes individuals acquire and the goals
they seek. Since the family is the focal point for most such experiences, the nature
of the family system and how individuals view their role in that system is pertinent
to an adequate understanding of current functioning. Adlerians believe, for
example, that different ordinal positions in family births can have quite significant

influences on individual development. Sibling rivalry, for the purpose of gaining
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parental and environmental support and approval, for example, is a common
phenomenon, especially among successively born children close in age. These early
family experiences, then tend to exert much influence on the manner in which life is
perceived and lived by each person (Maccoby & Martin, 1983).

Born with total dependence into a world of overwhelming size and power,
young children soon become aware of their relative inferiority to the environment.
In order to survive, appropriate coping behaviors must be learned, which are
responses derived from the way children perceive their environment. Adlerians
believe that the nature and quality of such responses are largely influenced by the
kind of parenting that is provided. Thus, there is a heavy emphasis on parent
education. Even so, with societal reinforcement of feelings of inferiority and the
general lack of parenting skills in the public domain, a large number of children
grow up with feelings of inadequacy and behaviors that are highly self-defeating as
responses to those feelings (Neel, 1977).

Firstborn Characteristics

Psychologists have been studying birth order for more than a century and
have documented many interesting results. Firstborns are reported to be more
responsible and achievement oriented than later-borns, which are in turn reported
to be more socially successful than their older siblings (Lineberger, Crockett, &
Hubbard, 1988).

The typical firstborn strategy is to align his or her interests with those of
the parents, adopting the parents' perspective on family life. The family status of

firstborns is primary, and they seek to maintain this primary position by defending
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their place against younger brothers and sisters. Later-born offspring face a
different developmental challenge. Instead, they seek to excel where older siblings
have not already established superiority. Later-born children take greater risks,
endeavoring to achieve through openness and diversity what firstborns gain
through territoriality and conformity to parental expectations (Sulloway, 1996).

Firstborns are found to be more conscientious than later-born children,
more responsible, ambitious, academically oriented, and inclined toward positions
of leadership. They also tend to be more conforming, conservative, and respectful
of their parents (Sulloway, 1996). The eldest child tends to follow his parent's
example, and he appreciates order, rules and structure (Parks, 1995). These
children tend to achieve higher professional status (Schachter, 1963).

Nyman (1995) focused on identifying birth order personality attributes and
concluded that the eldest birth position was viewed as dominant-aggressive, a
quality that reflects both strength and weakness. Qualities of independence,
intelligence, ambition, responsibility, caring, and friendliness were also stressed.
The eldest was the only birth position directly associated with leadership and the
only position with few negative characteristics. Understanding the connection
between birth position and destiny remains a challenge for further investigation,
along with other issues of family structure and process.

Impact of Divorce and Single Parent Families on Firstborn

Parish (1987) proposed “that firstborn college students, more so than later

borns, were more likely to experience the full impact of, and be more vulnerable

to, the crises associated with their parents’ divorce, subsequent single parenting,
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and the remaining parent’s remarriage” (p. 366). The findings revealed that the
firstborns from divorced families were more negative in their evaluations of their
parents than were those from intact families. Specifically, firstborns from divorced
non-remarried families and divorced remarried families evaluated their fathers very
negatively, while only those from divorced remarried families were very negative in
their ratings of their mothers (Parish, 1991).

Parish (1987) thought that these findings seemed reasonable since these
individuals often had to assume parent-like supportive roles and responsibilities for
younger siblings while their own needs might have gone unmet. However, Parish
(1987) points out that the question remains whether similar effects of parental
divorce, father loss, or the remaining parents' remarriage will be found among
grade school children. |
Rationale and Hypothesis

Little research has focused on discrepancies between individuals’
understandings of family relationships and the association between the
discrepancies and the psychological functioning of family members (Welsh &
Galliher, 1998). What psychologists once thought to be the “shared family
environment” is not really shared (Sulloway, 1996). Many environmental factors
within the family are different for siblings. Families are made up of many different
relationships within its environment, each occupied by a different individual and
each presenting different views on life. From these differing perspectives, family

members experience the same events differently. Families do share interests and
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social values. However, siblings have different interests and values, which may be
caused by the different relationships within the family.

The primary purpose of the present study was to examine potential
similarities and differences in the perceptions of the family environment as viewed
by firstborn children from divorced and intact homes. It is hypothesized that
firstborn children's perception of the family environment will indicate less cohesion,

less control, and more conflict in divorced families than in intact families.



CHAPTER III: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY, METHODS AND
EVALUATION

Subjects

The sample for this study was selected from a total population of 324
second, third, fourth, and fifth grade students at a middle-class, semi-rural
elementary school in Missouri. The children ranged in age from 7 to 11 years old.
The population was approximately 95% Caucasian, n=308, 3% Black, n=10, and
2% Other, n=6. Because the study examined the perception of the home
environment of firstborn children from intact and divorced families, a
demographics screening questionnaire was first administered to all of the children
in the population in order to select subjects who met the necessary criteria (see
Appendix A). The researcher reviewed the completed questionnaire and generated
a list of potential subjects for the study.

Since oldest children in different families have more in connﬁon than with
their own siblings (Nelson, Lott, & Glenn, 1993), the study was limited to
firstborns from families containing two or more children. Hence, single-child
families were not part of the study. The final study group consisted of 97 children,
52 from intact families and 45 from divorced families. Forty-nine were females
and 48 were males. Table 1 shows the mean ages of the male and female children

in each of the divorced and intact groups.
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Table 1. Age

n X SD
Male Intact 26 9.35 1.23
Male Divorced 22 9.50 1.37
Female Intact 26 9.35 1.09
Female Divorced 23 9.52 1.08
Total 97
Instrument

A demographic screening questionnaire was administered in which children
were asked some specific questions to see if they might be a possible participant of
this study. For example: “Are you the oldest child in your family? How many
brothers and sisters do you have? What family type best describes your family?”
(see Appendix A) The demographics questionnaire also asked for the child’s
name, é.ge, number of siblings and their ages. In addition, the questionnaire asked
if the family was divorced or intact.

The main instrument for the study was the Children's Version of the Family
Environment Scale (CV/FES), developed by Christopher J. Pino, Ph.D. and his
associates, Nancy Simons and Mary Jane Slawinowski. It was designed to be a
downward extension (designed for children) of the Family Environment Scale
(FES), which was developed for use with adolescents and adults by Moos and his
colleagues (Moos & Moos, 1974).

The CV/FES is a measure of children's perceptions of their family
environments. The CV/FES evaluates the home environment of children and is

used by guidance counselors, psychologists, clinicians, family therapists, and family
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educators. R. H. Moos (1976) indicated that this measure might allow clinicians,
as well as researchers, to compare the subjective appraisals of younger children to
those of elder children. It can also identify family crises as well as the potential
effects of family environment characteristics on children's self-concept, sense of
efficacy, academic performance, etc. (Moos, 1984).

The CV/FES contains 30 multiple choice questions using paper-pencil, or
oral-response, to assess ten areas of family functioning including: cohesion,
expressiveness, conflict, independence, achievement orientation, intellectual,
active-recreational orientation, moral-religious emphasis, organization, and
control. The subscales are defined more thoroughly in the CV/FES manual (see
Appendix B). The CV/FES is intended for use with children age 5-12 years and
can be administered either individually or in groups. The instrument can be self-
administered (assuming a sufficient reading level) or examiner administered.
Therefore, the CV/FES may be completed by children of individual or family
counseling or with children in the classroom setting. No special technical skill is
required of the person who administers the test. Approximately 20 minutes is
necessary for administering the CV/FES (Pino, Simons, & Slawinowski, 1984).

No training is required to score the CV/FES, and instructions for scoring
are presented clearly in both the manual and the examiner's worksheet (see
Appendix C). The scoring procedure is straightforward for each item: 1, 2, and 3
are assigned to the three choices (A, B, and C), such that 1 refers to the lowest
instance of the dimension in question, 2 to the middle instance, and 3 to the highest

instance (see Appendix D) (Pino, Simons, & Slawinowski, 1984).
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Interpretation of the CV/FES is done using profiles of standardized
subscales scored. A table of norms is provided to make the necessary conversions,
and this process is not difficult (see Appendix E). According to Procidano (1985),
the profile sheets provided imply that standardized CV/FES scores have a mean of
50. Clinical significance is associated with scores less than 30 or greater than 70;
in other words, scores differing by at least two standard deviations. A test-retest
reliability coefficient of .80 was obtained over a four-week period. This coefficient
appears to be for the total CV/FES score (Pino, Simons, & Slawinowski, 1984).
Procedure

Subjects were recruited from students in second, third, fourth, and fifth
grades at a semi-rural public elementary school in Missouri. The teacher initially
surveyed them in the classroom environment. A &emgraphic sizrvey (see
Appendix A) was used to gain information to identify firstborn children of intact
and divorced families. Before the demographics sheet was administered, there was
a discussion and explanation of all the terms to alleviate problems with
understanding, such as “intact” and ethnicity, etc. The children's homeroom
teachers administered the demographics questionnaire, as he/she knew his/her
students best. Also, the children might feel more comfortable completing this task
with their teacher. The homeroom teachers were instructed to administer the
demographic sheet as a group, going over each question together, answering
questions as necessary.

The demographic survey was administered by the teacher in every instance

and read aloud to the children as they marked their answers to the questions. In
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this way the teacher could interpret unfamiliar words and answer questions if
necessary. After all of the demographic surveys were completed, the researcher
compiled the information and made a list of the children who met the requirements
of the study (firstborn children of families with two or more children).

The teachers assisted by giving the researcher background information on
children if needed to cross-validate information received for the child. They also
were cooperative in allowing the researcher time to conduct the research study
with their students. Children who were absent on the day that the demographic
survey was administered were surveyed at a later time by the researcher.

Letters were sent home to all parents of selected participants explaining the
research study, and with a permission form for their child to participate in the
study (see Appendix F). Teachers collected the permission forms as they were
returned to school. The researcher kept track of the returned permission slips by
checking off the name as they returned them in an attendance book. A reminder
was sent home after three days to those students who had not returned a
permission slip. The following week, the researcher sent home another cover
letter and permission form for those students who had not responded within the
first week. Strict confidentiality was applied to the results with regard to this test.
Final test results were shared with parents only upon request.

The Children's Version/Family Environment Scale was administered to 5
small groups of students at different times by the researcher. The researcher
administered the entire CV/FES to each group of students in order to keep all

procedures consistent and accurate. The test was read aloud by the researcher in
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classroom settings to control for inaccurate responses and misunderstanding of the
questions, and for those with low reading ability. The respondents were directed
to circle the letter (A, B, or C) of their choice for each of the 30 items on the
CV/FES (see Appendix G).

Individual answer form sheets (see Appendix H) and test booklets were
provided for each respondent. Space was provided at the top of the answer sheet
for respondent’s name, school, grade, age, sex, and the date. The rest of the
information was used in analyzing the data.

Administration of each group of the CV/FES took approximately 15 -20
minutes. Three groups of about 25 students per day were administered the
CV/FES, over a 3 day period. Participants placed folders on their desk to cover
their responses in order to ensure confidentiality and personal, accurate responses.
Data Analysis

The type of research design for this study is Causal-Comparative. A
relationship was investigated between the family structure (independent variable),
and firstborn’s perception of the family environment. The two groups, intact and
divorced families were compared on the scores of the CV/FES (dependent
variable). The study attempted to examine differences found between the two
groups. A t-test for independent groups was used to determine whether there was

a significant difference between the two group's means.















APPENDIX G: CV/FES Sample Question

9. Which picture looks like your family?
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: CV/FES Answer Form

APPENDIX H

LOSSON

TS

Children's Version Family Environment Scale (CYFES)

T. A. Callisto

INDIVIDUAL ANSWER FORM

Date

MIDDLE

FIRST

F

Sex (circle one)

For each item circle the letter of your choice.

CHOICE

CHOICE

16

17

18

19

10

11

12

13

14

18

Aviatisborat Copian Avelbuisie Froms
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