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Abstract

Despite the intuitive richness of family systems theory, relatively little research has sought to test the validity of
constructs theorized to be critical in the development of children’s adjustment. One such cornerstone of structural
and strategic family therapy is the family hierarchy. The present study investigated both the development of
hierarchical structure in families from infancy to late middle childhood and relations between strong hierarchical
structure and children’s conduct problems. Using structural equation modeling, direct pathways to low hierarchical
structure were evident for early caregiving behavior and parent—child conflict, with indirect associations present for
parental adjustment, marital functioning, negative child behavior, and ecological disadvantage. In turn, family
hierarchies were associated with youth antisocial behavior, an effect that was moderated by ethnic and
neighborhood context. The results are discussed in reference to family systems’ theory and implications for
prevention and intervention.

Hierarchical structure represents one of the coevaluating adaptive family functioning. Well-
nerstones of assessment for Structural and Stfanctioning families are thought to have clear
tegic family therapy(Haley, 1976; Minuchin, intergenerational boundaries that separate par-
1974; Minuchin, Rossman, & Baker, 1978 ents and children according to the roles and
as well as an implicit component of diagnosisules that govern family behavidNelson &

and intervention for other family systems’ ori-Utesch, 1990 From the perspective of diag-
entations(Kerr, 1981; Whitaker & Keith, nosis and intervention, both Structural and Stra-
1981). Hierarchies have been defined as theegic approaches stress the importance of
degree of intergenerational boundaries betwegrarents being in charge of children and taking
parents and offspring, reflecting the poweresponsibility for changing their problem
structure of the family(Faber, 2002 Thus, behavior(Haley, 1980.

hierarchical structure plays an integral role in  Similar to other indicators of healthy fam-
Structural and Strategic schools, which emiy functioning within a system’s perspective,
phasize the centrality of organization insuch as enmeshment versus disengagement,
extremely low or high levels of hierarchies
are viewed as dysfunctional. In studying hier-
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context(e.g., single-parent families, Aponte,pants(Shaw, Bell, & Gilliom, 2000; Winslow,
1990; Montalvo, 1978 strong intergenera- 2001, we were particularly interested in
tional boundaries represent an important fourwhether a strong hierarchical family structure
dation of family organization, particularly in would serve as a protective factor for both AA
early and middle childhood before the poweand EA youth for antisocial behavior.
structure becomes more reciprocal and marked

by greater mutuality during adolesceri&aber, . .
2002: Hartup, 1989: Russell, Pettit, & Mize, ¢ Development of Hierarchies

1998. Based on the salient role hierarchie'sn Families

play within the theoretical framework of manyAs noted above, only a few studies were iden-
family system’s models, researchers havefied that provided cross-sectional or longitu-
investigated and documented relations betweelinal data on the formation of hierarchies
diffuse intergenerational boundaries and a wideithin families. In the one study found that
array of child outcomes, including attentiontraced the antecedents of role reversals in
deficit/hyperactivity disorde€ADHD) symp- authority structure, Fish and colleag#991)
toms at school entry and school a@zarlson, demonstrated that two-family relationship fac-
Jacobvitz, & Sroufe, 1985; Jacobvitz & Sroufetors were related to violations in intergenera-
1987, and inappropriate gender boundaries itional boundaries at age 4: insecure child
peer interactions at school ageroufe, Ben- attachment at ages 1 and 3 and declining mar-
nett, Englund, Urban, & Shulman, 1998low- ital quality in the child’s first year. These find-
ever, little research has been carried out timgs suggest that low hierarchical structure is
understand the development of intergenerat the very least, a symptom of problematic
tional boundaries and hierarchical structurefamily relations, and are consistent with
within families (Fish, Belsky, & Youngblade, Bowen's(1978 conceptualization of triangu-
1991). At a broad level, individual family lation, whereby troubled marital partners are
system’s models provide some direction in pogheorized to resolve conflicts by involving off-
tulating how strong parent—child intergeneraspring in decision-making affairs. There have
tional boundaries may fail to develop duringoeen other prospective studies that trace the
early and middle childhoo@inuchin & Fish- development of early family development,
man, 1975. A primary goal of this study was from the formation of couple$Bradbury &

to use family system models as a guiding.awrence, 1999to the birth of the first child
framework to investigate the antecedents dlCowan & Cowan, 2002 However, with
hierarchies from infancy to middle childhood.notable exception§Cowan & Cowan, 2002;

A second goal was to examine the relatioiKretchmar & Jacobvitz, 2002most of these
between low levels of hierarchical structurestudies have been guided by social learning
and children’s conduct problems. It wasand transactional mode(8ell, 1968; Patter-
hypothesized that families characterized bgon, 1982; Sameroff, 1990/hen a systems’
more egalitarian parent—child relationships operspective has been adopted, researchers have
hierarchical reversals in family structure wouldypically been more interested in studying
have boys with higher levels of antisocialfamily-level affective processes, including such
behavior. We expected this relation to be paronstructs as cohesion, adaptability, and the
ticularly important in impoverished neighbor-quality of coparentingJohnson, Cowan, &
hoods, where exposure to deviant peers ar@owan, 1999; McHale, Kuersten, & Lauretti,
adults would be higher. The role of ethnicityl996; Schoppe, Mangelsdorf, & Frosch, 2001;
was also examined with respect to relationSteinglas, 198) Based on the work of family
ships among family hierarchies, neighborsystem’s researchers, particularly Minuchin
hood quality, and children’s conduct problems(1974; Minuchin & Fishman, 1975we pro-

As the present sample includes a large propopose a model that specifies both direct and
tion of African American(AA) families, who indirect links between early childhood family
as a group live in more dangerous communiprocesses and the development of family hier-
ties than our European Americ@BA) partici- archical systems in middle childho¢see Fig-
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Figure 1. The developmental antecedents of family hierarchies.

ure 1. In such a model, the development ohave trouble in maintaining a consistent stan-
strong intergenerational boundaries is viewedard of authority in dealing with children’s
as a culmination of several factors tapping indimisbehaviof Fish et al., 199]. We also antici-
vidual parent’s functioning, the functioning ofpated problems in the spouse holon to be
the parental subsystem, parental attitudes abaefated to negative child behavior, as exposure
intergenerational boundaries, and socioecde marital acrimony would model aggression
nomic factors. These factors are hypothesizeahd raise anxiety for children, the latter of
to affect child behavior antbr caregiving qual- which would likely be expressed in the form
ity, which, inturn, are expected to affect the levebf disruptive behavior in early childhood
of parent—child conflict at school entry and hier{ Emery, 1988; Shaw & Ingoldsby, 1929
archical development at school age. Individual Theparent holorbegins with the arrival of
components of the model are discussed belowhe first child. This period is generally viewed
Minuchin and Fishmari1975 emphasize as a time of stress and disruption, particularly
the development of interdependent subsyger couples with acrimonious spousal relation-
tems within families, termetholons Holons ships. Family therapy theorists have hypoth-
are both independent subsystef@s., parent esized that disgruntled spouse holons would
holon) and simultaneously parts of other syshave problems in establishing and maintain-
tems (e.g., individual holon, spouse holpn ing a strong hierarchical structure, as such par-
permitting the same individual to be part ofents would likely form crossgenerational
multiple subsystems. Thepouse holoserves coalitions with offspring(Bowen, 1978; Fish
as the foundation of the family’s structure. Ifet al., 1991; Kerr, 1981; Minuchin & Fish-
the spouse holon is marked by conflict or lackman, 1975; Vucinich, Emery, & Cassidy, 1988
of commitment to the partnefe.g., lack of Such parent—child coalitions would likely result
individuation from the family of origii the in greater emotional dependence on offspring,
formation of the parent holon and subsequerttitudes that supported equal or greater author-
rearing of children is likely to be difficult. Prob- ity for young children relative to parents
lems in the marriage are hypothesized to spilKretchmar et al., 2002and subsequently, low
over to conflicts in caregiving, as parents whaevels of family hierarchical structure at school
cannot establish a united front are likely taage. The spill over hypothesi€ummings &
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Davies, 1994would also suggest that parent-advantage on child adjustment would be medi-
ing within the context of a dissatisfied spousated by concurrent caregivin@Conger, Ge,
holon would be associated with an increase iglder, Lorenz, & Simons, 1994; Patterson,
rejecting parenting, particularly within the 1982; thus, we posited a similar indirect path
context of the second year when children'®etween ecological disadvantage and the for-
increases in mobility and aggression test careaation of later hierarchies in the present study.
giving abilities(Shaw & Bell, 1993. Thus, initial risk factors in the model
We also expected that individual differencesncluded maladjustment in the individual par-
in parental adjustmentwould challenge the forent holon and the spouse holon, ecological dis-
mation of strong intergenerational boundarieadvantage, and parental role reversal attitudes.
indirectly by affecting children’s early adjust- The first three factors were expected to be indi-
ment, the quality of caregiving, and subsequeméctly linked to later hierarchies through their
conflict in parent—child relationships. Termedassociation with child behavior aypadr care-
theindividual holonby Minuchin and Fishman giving quality, with role reversals expected to
(1979, itincludes both individual characteris-be directly related to later hierarchies. Based
tics and behavior inresponse to the individual'sn previous research in this area, dysfunction
social context. From a systemic perspectiven the individual parent holon and spouse holon
individuals are thought to affect and be affectewvere anticipated to be positively related to neg-
by interactions with other®.g., parents and tar- ative child behavior, in the form of negative
get child, and influence the behavior of otheremotionality and aggressivity in the second
family memberge.g., target child and sibling year(Bates, Maslin, & Frankel, 1985; Davies
In particular, specific attributes parents bringk Cummings, 1994; Emery, 1988In turn, it
to the marriage and caregiving would likelywas hypothesized that children with problems
influence the establishmentand maintenance oégulating their emotions would likely elicit
parent holongBelsky, 1984; Shaw & Emery, greater hostility from caregivers, leading to
1987). In single-parent families where the bur-higher rates of conflictual interactions within
den of caregiving would fall solely on one indi-parent—child relationships, and ultimately to
vidual, parental well-being would be especiallyveaker hierarchical structures within families
critical. In the present study, we focused orfPatterson, 1982; Shaw et al., 200&imi-
depressive symptoms based onresearch that ey, based on previous research, we expected
demonstrated consistent relations betwedhe parent holon, in the form of hostile, reject-
maternal depression and such facets of parernitg caregiving, to be influenced by impair-
ing as negativity, unresponsiveness, and pasient in the individual parent and spouse holon,
sivity (Downey & Coyne, 1990; Goodman & and socioeconomic disadvanta@mnger et al.,
Brumley, 1990; Radke—Yarrow; 1998; Zahn-1994; Zahn—Waxler et al., 1990
Waxler, lannotti, Cummings, &Denham, 1990 A final stepping stone was added to the
as well as associations with early child probmodel in the form of parent—child conflict.
lem behaviofShaw, Winslow, Owens, & Hood, We hypothesized that acrimony in parent—
1998. Such parenting attributes would then behild relationships at school entry would
hypothesized toimpair the establishment of corprevent the development of hierarchies by
sistent intergenerational boundaries indirectimpeding the establishment of rules and
via its adverse impact on caregiving and thstructure; thus, it was hypothesized that such
quality of the parent—child relationship. conflict would be directly related to low hier-
The influence of ecological disadvantagearchical structure during the latter part of mid-
was also considered. Theoretically, familieslle childhood.
with lower educational and occupational at-
tainment and living in more impoverished com- . . . ,
" , - .~ _Hierarchies and children’s
munities would find establishing and SUStamm%onduct roblems
a hierarchical family structure to be challeng- P
ing over time. Previous research in this areRrevious research has been conducted on the
has suggested that the effects of ecological diassociation between hierarchical family struc-
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ture and the maladjustment of offspring dur1971, 1972; Deater—-Deckard, Dodge, Bates,
ing middle childhood, adolescence, and young Pettit, 1996. In communities characterized
adulthood. These studies cover a wide arrayy poverty, which include higher rates of expo-
of psychopathologies, ranging from schizosure to deviant peers and adults, it may be
phrenia(Haley, 1980; alcohol and heroin especially important for parents to maintain a
abusg Madanes, Dukes, & Harbin, 1980; Prelistrong hierarchical structure characterized by
& Protinsky, 1988; anxiety disorder$Green, clear intergenerational boundaries and clear
Loeber, & Lahey, 1992 ADHD symptoms consequences for not adhering to established
(Carlson et al., 1995; Jacobvitz & Sroufefules and regulations. Alternatively, some evi-
1987); and problematic peer interactionsdence suggests there may be limitations of fam-
(Sroufe et al., 1998 to antisocial behavior ily influence in the most deprived communities.
(Green etal., 1992; Protinsky, Keller, & Gilkey, For example, Gorman—Smith, Tolan, and Henry
1989. In most cases, the focus has been 0{1999 found family cohesion to be more
hierarchical structures that were egalitarian astrongly related to adolescent’s delinquency
reversed, such that in families where childrem poor urban versus poor inner city commu-
exerted comparable or greater authority thanities. As the poor inner city communities were
parents, adverse outcomes were evident. Findvarked by extreme disadvantage even com-
ings have been supportive with respect to extepared to the poor urban neighborhoods, the
nalizing problems, including ADHD, substancdindings suggest that family processes may be
abuse, and antisocial behavior in yoG€@arl- important in preventing youth from engaging
son et al., 1995; Green et al., 1992; Madannes antisocial activities, but only up to a certain
et al., 1980; Preli & Protinsky, 1988but less threshold of community-level risk. Among the
soforanxiety disorder&reen etal., 1992For current sample of predominantly low-income
example, in astudy by Protinsky and colleagueamilies, AA families are more likely to live in
(1989, 29 of 35 clinic-referred youth diag- the most dangerous neighborhoods compared
nosed with conduct disorder reported hierarto EA families(Winslow, 200). As a result, it
chy reversals compared to 1 of 42 nonreferreddas deemed important to examine how hier-
youth. With the exception of a series of studarchical structure might exert different kinds
ies conducted by Jacobvitz and Srof®87 of effects on youth antisocial behavior for EA
and Jacobvitz and colleagu€i991), all stud- and AA families living in different kinds of
ies have been cross-sectional and conducteeéighborhoods.
well after the onset of the youth’s or adult’s Thus, a second goal of the present study
psychopathology. Clearly, longitudinal studwas to examine the association between fam-
ies are needed, particularly those initiated priaty hierarchies and children’s antisocial behav-
to the onset of more serious psychopathologior, and the potential moderating influences of
Why would low hierarchical structure beneighborhood dangerousness and ethnicity. We
hypothesized to be associated with antisociaxpected hierarchical structure to serve as a
activities, including delinquent acts and subprotective factor for both EA and AA families
stance abuse? A family with a strong hierarin contexts where neighborhood dangerous-
chical structure models a system of adherengess was not excessive, but postulated this rela-
to rules, with consequences for behavior thaton would be weakened in the context of
deviates from standards. Thus, whereas sore&treme neighborhood adversity, particularly
previous research on hierarchies has employéar AA youth.
a broader definition of hierarchies that encom-
passes both affective processes and the Smﬁ'e thods
ture of authority in families, we chose to focus
on the role of organization and power rathe,;,ar,[iCi ants
than affective processes because the former P
has been more consistently related to child anfi-he source for subject recruitment was low-
social behavior across gender and ethnicity dumcome families who use the Allegheny
ing this developmental perio@Baumrind, County’s Women, Infants, and ChildréwIC)
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Program in the Pittsburgh metropolitan are&xternalizing factors at ages 2, 3.5, and 5. The
(Shaw et al., 1998; Shaw, Gilliom, Ingoldsbytwo groups only differed on age 2 CBCL Exter-
& Nagin, 2003. WIC provides nutritional food nalizing,F (1, 283 = 8.10,p < .01, with the
supplements for income-eligible participantgarticipating families reporting higher levels
from pregnancy until children are 5 years oldof child externalizing behaviofM = 17.15,
Participants(310) were recruited from WIC SD= 7.40 than the nonparticipating families
sites throughout the Pittsburgh metropolitaiiM = 14.29,SD = 6.57).
area over the course of 2 years. Because the
intent of the original investigation was to exam-
. - . Procedures
ine the developmental precursors of antisocial
behavior, the sample was restricted to boy#t ages 1.5 and 2, mothers and target children
Participants were recruited when target chilwere seen in our laboratory for approximately
dren were between 6 and 17 months old. A2 hr. These visits included structured parent—
the time of the first assessment, at which timehild interactive tasks, free play, and maternal
infants were 1.5 years old, mothers ranged imterviews. Assessment tasks in the lab were
age from 17 to 43 yeafdM = 28 years. Fifty- selected to vary in stress level so that mother
three percent of participants were Caucasiaand child behavior could be observed across a
36% were AA, 5% were biracial, and 6% werebroad spectrum of conditions, from which
other(e.g., Hispanit. At the age 1.5 visit, 65% observations of negative emotionality and
were either married or living together, 26%aggression were rated. All tasks conducted in
were single, 7% were divorced, and 2% weréhe lab were recorded on videotape for future
other. Mean per capita family income was $24toding. The age 2 laboratory visit was pre-
per month($2,892 per yearand the mean Holl- ceded by a 1.5-hr home visite., occurring
ingshead socioeconomic stat®&&E9 score was on the same dayto observe the quality of the
24.8, indicative of a working class sample. home environment and parent—child inter-
Initially, 421 families were approached ataction during structured tasks and during an
WIC sites. Fourteeri3.3%) declined to par- interview with the mother. As part of both lab
ticipate at the time of recruitment and an addivisits, mothers completed inventories about
tional 97 declined before the first assessmendepressive symptomotology and were observed
Thus, of the 421 families asked, 3181% with their sons in a clean-up task, from which
participated in the first assessment at 1.5 yeanstings of rejecting parenting were made. After
Of the 310 families seen at the age 1.5 assess45-min warm-up period in which boys played
ment, data were available on 302 at the ageWith a variety of toys while mothers com-
assessment. Subsequent lab or home assgdgted questionnaires with an examiner, moth-
ments were convened when children were agess were told to instruct their child to put the
3.5, 5, 6, 8, 10, and 11, during which timetoys in a basket, a task that lasted 5 min.
retention rates ranged from 85 to 91% per At the age 10 home visit, pargisi and
assessment. Of the 310 families seen at tly@uth were interviewed separately about the
initial age 1.5-year assessment, data were avadhild’s behavior, parenting practices, and con-
able on 94% at age 5, 90% at age 6, 82% &xtual issues, including neighborhood qual-
age 8(slightly lower because it was an inter-ity, parental depression, and parental social
nally funded follow-up, and 85% at ages 10 support. Questions about parenting included
and 11. The sample size of the current studyems on parental structure. Midway through
was further reduced to 235 because some pdhe 3-hr assessment, par@t target youth,
ticipants had moved more than 100 miles fronand the target youth’s closest age sibling
Pittsburgh, necessitating data to be gathereshgaged in a series of videotaped interaction
through phone or mail contact and preventingasks. The topics of the first two tasks were
the collection of observational data on familybased on “hot” issues identified earlier in the
hierarchies. AttritedN = 75) and participat- assessment and involved the pare(iftswo
ing families(N = 235) were compared on Child caregivers were presenand then the par-
Behavior ChecklisCBCL; Achenbach, 1991 ent(s) and target youth. Both of these discus-
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sion tasks lasted 8 min. In the third tasktionality was .22(p < .001). The second
parents), target youth, and sibling played thevariable was aggressive child behavior, based
game “Jenga” for 8 min. The age 11 lab visibn maternal report from the 14-item Aggres-
followed a similar structure to the age 10 homsion factor of the Toddler Behavior Checklist
visit, except it included only the primary care-(a = .75; Larzelere, Martin, & Amberson,
giver and the target youth. The only measur&989 at age 1.5, and 15-item Aggression fac-
to be used from the age 11 assessment is mattr of the CBCL(a = .83; Achenbach, 1991
nal and youth report of antisocial behavior. at age 2. The correlation between the two
aggression factors was= .29 (p < .00J).
The negative emotionality and aggressive
behavior composites were also composited
Whenever possible, efforts were made tdcorrelation between the twa, = .30, p <
aggregate data across informants/ardneth- .001) to create thenegative child behavior
ods to form more generalizable construd@st- factor.

terson, Reid, & Dishion, 1982 When data

were missing for a composited measure at oridaternal depressionMaternal well-being was

of two time points or for one of two methods,assessed using the 21-item Beck Depression
data from the one data point were substitutehventory (Beck, Steer, & Garbin, 1988at
instead. the age 1.5a = .83) and 2(« = .83) assess-
ments. Data from both assessments were aver-
aged(r = .68, p < .00)) to create the final
maternal depressiofactor.

Measures

Factors related to the development
of hierarchies

Negative child behaviorBehavior that was Ecological disadvantageBased on the notion
viewed as theoretically aversive to caregiverthat environmental adversity would impinge
and therefore theoretically challenging to th@n the development of hierarchical structure,
formation of hierarchical structure was com-an index of ecological disadvantage was gen-
posited from both observations and maternarated based on maternal report of Hollings-
reports when children were between 1.5 andRead(1975 SES at ages 1.5 and(2 = .75,
years of age to generate an index of negatiye < .001), family income at ages 1.5 and 2
child characteristics. The first of these vari{r = .76, p < .001), and perceived level of
ables was a composite of negative emotionaheighborhood dangerousness at age 2. These
ity based on observations and maternal reporcological characteristics were derived from a
Observations of negative emotionality werestructured interview administered at the begin-
coded from molecular counts and global obsenring of both assessments. Neighborhood dan-
vations of fussing and crying during a 70-mingerousness was measured using a 17-item
period of mother—child interaction tasks varquestionnaire assessing the degree to which
ied on stress level for the dyd€.g., free play, parents believe that activities such as vandal-
Strange Situation, teaching tasks, no toys tasism, prostitution, abandoned houses, gam-
high-chair task, clean-up taslwhen children bling, and illicit drug use are a problem in the
were 1.5 years oldOwens, Shaw, & Vondra, neighborhoodPittsburgh Youth Study, 1991
1998. Maternal reports of child negative emo-The 17 items are summed to create one factor
tionality were assessed at ages 1.5 afd2 score for dangerousness of neighborhood. The
.63,p < .00)) from the 9-item Difficulty fac- same measure of neighborhood dangerous-
tor of the Infant Characteristics Questionnair@ess was administered to mothers at age 10 to
(Bates, Freeland, & Lounsbury, 197%nd examine its influence on the relation between
averaged across assessment periods. Interh@rarchies, ethnicity, and child conduct prob-
consistencies for the Difficulty factor were adedems. At both time points, the measure dem-
quate at both time pointsys = .80 and .79, onstrated high internal consisten@ge 2« =
respectively. The correlation between ob-.94, age 10x = .95). Family SES, income,
served and maternal report of negative em@nd neighborhood dangerousness were stan-
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dardized and averagéd = .65) to create the struggling with one another,” and “this child
final ecological disadvantage score. feels | am unfair to him.” The correlation of
the conflict factor at ages 5 and 6 was .68
Adult relationship adjustmenQuality of the (p < .00J).
mother’s relationship with significant others
was evaluated based on an average of scor@sjecting parentingMaternal rejecting par-
from the Marital Adjustment TestLocke & enting was measured in two ways at ages 1.5
Wallace, 1959 administered at the age 1.5and 2: from videotapes of the clean-up task
and 2 assessments. This measure has provwgsing the Early Parenting Coding System
successful in discriminating harmonious andEPCS; Winslow & Shaw, 1995; Shaw, Win-
disturbed marriaged_ocke & Wallace, 1959; slow, Owens, Vondra, Cohn, & Bell, 1998
Rosenbaum & O’Leary, 1981and showed and from examiner report using the Home
adequate internal consistency in the curre@bservation for Measurement of the Environ-
study(age 1.5¢ = .77, age ¢ = .80). In the ment(age 2 only; HOME; Caldwell & Bradley,
event of a recent separation, mothers werk984. The EPCS was designed to capture a
instructed to report on that period within therange of parenting behavior typically exhib-
last year when she and her partner were livinged in interactions with young children. This
together. In those instances where mothers weceding system consists of nine molecular and
not married, they were asked to rate their clossix global ratings. The EPCS measure of harsh
est intimate relationship, including a live-inparenting included two molecular ratings,
boyfriend, girlfriend, relative, or current dat-verbal/physical approvalx = .87) andcriti-
ing partner, and the word “relationship” orcal statementx = .79), and three global rat-
“close relationship” was substituted for “mar-ings, hostility (x = .94), warmth (« = .83),
riage.” When the relationship was nonsexuand punitiveness(k = .94). Hostility was
in nature, the single item concerned with sedlefined as the expression of anger by the
relations was omitted. This strategy is respormother toward the child as indicated by tone
sive to the fact that many of the study’s mothof voice and mannerisms. The warmth rating
ers were single, and allowed for the provisionvas an evaluation of positive affect directed
of important information on whichever closetoward the child. Punitiveness was defined as
relationship mothers considered to have prithe extent to which the mother was too strict
macy. Such a measurement strategy recogr harsh, considering the child’s behavior. Prin-
nizes the significance of maternal perceptionsipal components analysis yielded a single fac-
above and beyond objective circumstances.tor with an eigenvalue greater than one. For
the present study, a composite rating was cre-
Parent—child conflictConflict in the mother— ated by averaging rejecting factor scores from
child relationship was assessed at ages 5 andi age 1.5 and 2 assessmefmts- .37, p <
using the Conflict factor from the Adult—.007).
Child Relationship Scale, an adaptation of the The HOME assesses the quality and quan-
Teacher—Student Relationship ScéRianta, tity of support and stimulation in the child’s
Steinberg, & Rollins, 1995 This 30-item ques- home environment using semistructured obser-
tionnaire was originally designed to assesgation and parent interview. The eight-item
teacher’s perceptions of their relationship wittAcceptance of child’'s behavimubscale taps
children, but was modified to be appropriatgarent’s responses to child misbehavior or dis-
for parents to rate the quality of their relationtress(e.g., “parent does not express annoy-
ship with offspring. For the present studyance with or hostility to the child,” “parent
because of our interest in the development afoes not shout at chilg”The HOME has dem-
acrimonious family interaction, we generateanstrated good reliability and validity proper-
a factor of 10 items related to conflict, whichties (Caldwell & Bradley, 1984. Trained
showed adequate internal consistency at aggeaduate student research assistants completed
5 (a = .83 and 6(«a = .86). Examples of the HOME during home visits when boys were
items include, “this child and | seem to alway< years old. Items from the Acceptance scale



Development of family hierarchies and conduct problems 491

(a = .68) were reverse scored and the resuldiscussion tasks and the Jenga game. Coders
ing composite was averaged with EPCS rejectompleted ratings after watching the discus-
ing parenting factolr = .29, p < .001) to sion tasks and the Jenga game twice. Items
create a single measure of rejecting parentintapped a number of individual- and family-
level scalegindividual family member’s level
Maternal perceptions of child role rever- of engagement and both negative and positive
sal. To assess maternal attitudes about expeaffect during the task one of which included
tations for their child to be a source of com-the family’s level of intergenerational bound-
fort and care, and be sensitive to andries. Anintraclass correlation coefficient was
responsible for their happiness, the Adolesised to compute reliability for the hierarchies
cent Parenting IntervieWAPI) was adminis- item and found to be .54 among coders, which
tered at the age 2 assessm@uvolek, Kline, is considered acceptable for observational cod-
McLaughlin, & Publicover, 1977 The APl ing (Mitchell, 1979. Variables three and four
was developed with the aim of identifying par-were based on interviewer postassessment
enting factors related to child maltreatmentimpressions at age 10. Impressions were based
We selected the eight-item Role Reversal famn input from both interviewers present at the
tor because of its relevance to hierarchicassessment. The two items were: “parent has
structure, particularly given the young age agjood control of the target child” and “child is
which these assessments occufied., “young disciplined appropriately.” The four variables
children should be expected to comfort theiwere standardized and averaged= .62) to
mother when she is feeling blue,” “a good chilccreate the final hierarchies score.
will comfort both of hig’her parents after the
parents have argued'The factor showed sat- Child conduct problemsTwo informants were
isfactory internal consistendyr = .79). used to evaluate rates of child conduct prob-
lems at ages 10 and 11. First, mothers com-
pleted the age 4-18 version of the CBCL
(Achenbach, 1991at both visits, from which
we used the broad-band Externalizing factor.
Family hierarchies A factor of family hierar- Internal consistency was found to be high for
chies was generated from four variables basdle Externalizing factor at both age 18 =
on maternal report, observations coded fron®1) and age 11« = .92). Second, youth com-
videotape, and interviewer impressions fronpleted 10 items of the Self-Report of Anti-
the age 10 home assessment. Variable one weacial Behavior questionnaiSRA; Elliott,
generated from six questions asked to mothekuizinga, & Ageton, 1985 The SRAis a semi-
as part of the Parenting Intervie(ishion, structured interview that assesses the fre-
Patterson, Stoolmiller, & Skinner, 199ap- quency with which an individual has engaged
ping levels of hierarchical structure within thein delinquent behavior, alcohol and drug use,
family (e.g., “if you ask your child to do some- and related offenses. As the SRAwas intended
thing and he does not do it, how often do yodor youths aged 11 to 17 and children in the
give up trying to get him to do it?” “when you present study were ages 10 and 11, certain
warn your child that he will be disciplined if substance-use items were removed because of
he doesn’t stop doing something, how oftettheir extremely low base rates at these ages
do you actually discipline him if he doesn’t(e.g., intravenous drug us€élhe 10-item fac-
stop?’). These items, which were all keyed tator of Delinquency was found to have ade-
indicate higher scores to indicate less parentguate internal consistencfe = .71). To
control, were composited into one variablggenerate a more robust factor of child anti-
(a = .67) to limit the influence of maternal social behavior, scores from the CBCL Exter-
perception on the hierarchies factor. The seaxalizing and SRA Delinquency factors were
ond variable was a nine-point global rating otomposited across time and informaie.,
family hierarchical structure coded from vid-four ratings to form one factor of child con-
eotapes of the parent—parent and parent—chiftlict problems. The composite factor of child

Family hierarchies and child conduct
problems in middle childhood
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics marker of the spouse holon, was negatively
related to early negative child attributes but
Variables N M SD  surprisingly not to rejecting parentirige., par-
Family hierarchies 235 001 o072 ent holor). As expected, ecological disadvan-
Adult relationship tage was moderately associated with higher
satisfactio 232 99.12 29.28 levels of rejecting parenting and other family
Maternal role reversal risk factors(e.g., maternal depression and role
Reajlggtl:ggiarentin*g ggg 18-57 (?g:? reversal attitudes In addition, higher levels
Maternal depressich 234 879  6.66 of maternal role reversal attitudes at age 1.5

Ecological disadvantage 235 -0.02 0.78 Were directly related to lower family hierar-
Negative child attributés 235 0.04 0.82 chies at age 10 and concurrently related to
Mother—child conflict 230 2457 7.35 greater marital dissatisfaction and rejecting par-
Neighborhood enting. Examining hypothesized paths in the
dangerousness 213 0.98 0.8 model more proximal to parent—child conflict
Child antisocial behavisr 234  0.03  0.79 : P parent=cf !
and hierarchies, both negative child attributes
aAssessed at age 10 years. and rejecting parenting were related to higher
SAssessed at ages 18 and 24 months. levels of later parent—child conflict and lower
Assessed at age 24 months. hierarchies, and parent—child conflict was asso-

dAssessed at ages 60 and 72 months. . . . .
eBased on mean of child repotages 10 and dland Ciated with less hierarchical structure.

mother report{ages 10 and 11

Early risk factors in relation to parent—child
antisocial behavior showed adequate intern§Pnflict and family hierarchies

consistencya = .73). To provide a more direct test of the proposed
model within a multivariate framework, struc-
tural equation modelingSEM) was utilized
(AMOS 4; Arbuckle & Wothke, 1999 SEM
Analyses were conducted to examine twdas the advantage of being able to account for
issues(a) trace the early antecedents of parentthe effects of multicollinearity among vari-
child conflict and hierarchies in families of ables, an issue in the present study because of
school-age children from both univariate an@ur reliance on maternal reportin the measure-
multivariate perspectives, anf)) investigate ment of several predictor variables. To correct
the direct relations between family hierarfor missing data, full information maximum
chies and children’s antisocial behavior, antlkelihood (FIML) estimates were computed.
how this relation is moderated by neighbor\When data are missing at random, as is believed
hood dangerousness and ethnicity. Befor® be true in the present study, FIML estimates
exploring these issues, descriptive statistics faend to be less biased than other approaches
all study variables are presented in Table Ior handling missing datéArbuckle & Wothke,
Similar to the high level of ecological disad-1999; Little & Rubin, 1989.
vantage experienced by participants, the mean In the first stage of the SEM analyses, a
for maternal depressive symptoms approachedeasurement model was tested that included
the mild depressive symptomatology categorgight latent variables corresponding to the con-
(i.e.,=9). structs depicted in Figure 1. The same vari-
Univariate relations related to our modekbles that were used to create composites for
(Figure 3 and other relations among studythe univariate analyses served as the manifest
variables are displayed in Table 2. Maternalariables in the measurement model. With the
depressive symptoms, a marker of the individexception of parental attitudes about role rever-
ual holon, were related to higher levels ofal, all of the latent constructs were measured
rejecting parenting and later parent—child conwith multiple indicators from diverse mea-
flict, but unrelated to early negative childsures andor from different time points. To
behavior. Adult relationship satisfaction, ancrease the reliability of the latent variable

Results
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Table 2. Bivariate correlations

2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1. Family hierarchies —.06 .25%* .26+ 16%* 2% .18** 267+
2. Adult relationship satisfactién A —.05 —.39%*  —.04 —-.16* —.16*
3. Maternal role reversal attitudes 22%*% .06 260 — 11 =117t
4. Rejecting parentirfy .18 L32%k* .07 27+
5. Maternal depressién 27 A1t .30%*
6. Ecological disadvanta§e 0 24%+*
7. Negative child attributés .33%**
8. Mother—child conflict

Note: The Ns ranged from 224 to 235.
aAssessed at age 10 years.

bAssessed at ages 18 and 24 months.
CAssessed at age 24 months.

dAssessed at ages 60 and 72 months.

** p < .001. **p < .01. *p < .05. p < .10.

representing parental attitudes, the items usé&kleted paths included negative maternal
to assess this construct on the API were divideattributes to negative child behavior and adult
into groups based on an oblique factor analyrelationship satisfaction to rejecting parent-
sis. The factor analysis yielded two factors—ing. After each deletion, a chi-square differ-
one that assessed parental beliefs about hemce test was conducted to compare the fit of
children should behave when a parent is dighe original and revised models. The model fit
tressed, and a second that examined genefat the revised model was comparable to the
beliefs about the responsibility of children totheoretical mode(NFI = .977, RFI= .969,
comfort their parents. These factors were usedFl = .996), y? (155 = 182.53,p < .07.
as separate indicators for parental attitudes Btandardized path coefficients between latent
the measurement model. No other changemriables for the revised model can be found
were made to the composite variables. Thim Figure 2. In the revised model, parental atti-
resulting measurement model provided an adéddes, rejecting parenting, and parent—child
quate fit to the data. The associated chi-squaoenflict directly influenced hierarchies. Indi-
statistic, 160.78142), was nonsignificantp= rect paths were found for ecological disadvan-
.13) and the normalized fit indeNFI; .98), tage, maternal attributes, and negative child
relative FI(RFI; .97), and comparative KCFI; behavior, and rejecting parenting. Consistent
.99 all exceeded .90. In addition, all of thewith the univariate analyses, relative standard-
factor loadings for the indicator variables werézed effect sizegdirect and indirect effects
significant. combined were strongest for rejecting
In the second stage of SEM analyses, thearenting(.326), parental attitudes.299),
theoretical model proposed in Figure 1 wagarent—child conflict.200), and ecological dis-
tested. This model also provided a satisfaadvantage(.191), and weakest for negative
tory fit to the data as evidenced by a nonsigehild behavior(.092), maternal attributes
nificant chi-square statistic, 177.3353), (.090, and maternal relationship satisfaction
p =.09, and fitindices greater than .08FI = (—.019.
.978, RFI= .970, CFI= .997). However, a
f‘?W pf the model's pgth coefficients were non.'Famin hierarchies, neighborhood danger,
significant, suggesting that a more parsimoni- S . .
; . .. and ethnicity in relation to antisocial
ous model might provide a comparable f'tbehavior
Thus, nonsignificant paths were deleted from
the model, starting with the least significaniNext, we examined the association between
paths first. This resulted in a model with twofamily hierarchies and child antisocial behav-
fewer paths than the original theoretical modelor and whether this association was moder-
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ated by neighborhood dangerousness and chiitained a significant percentage of variance in
ethnicity. Hierarchies at age 10 were unrelatechild antisocial behavior on the final step of
to both neighborhood dangerousnésge 10 the regressioristandardd = —.14,p < .05;
and ethnicity(rs = .00 and .12ns respec- AR?=.02,p < .05). Inspection of the regres-
tively), but lower hierarchies were moderatelysion slopes indicated that neighborhood dan-
related to higher levels of child antisocialger served as a moderator in the link between
behavior(r = .41, p < .001). Child minority hierarchies and antisocial behavior for both
statud(i.e., AA) and higher neighborhood dan-EA and AA families. However, the function of
gerousness were also significantly related toeighborhood danger as a moderator differed
higher levels of youth antisocial behavios= by ethnicity. Specifically, for EAfamilies, hier-
.21 and .27p < .01, respectively archies were more strongly related to child anti-
We then examined whether neighborhoodocial behavior among families living in
dangerousness and child ethnicity moderatedoderately to highly dangerous neighbor-
the association between family hierarchies angoods(slopes= .57 and .42p < .001, respec-
child antisocial behavior. As recommended byively) compared to families in the context of
Jaccard, Turrisi, and War 990, hierarchical low neighborhood dangdslope= .27,p <
regression was used to examine potential modd5). In contrast, for AA families, the associa-
erating effects. In the regression, child antition between hierarchies and child antisocial
social behavior was predicted by the maimehavior was stronger for families living in
effects for family hierarchies, neighborhoodheighborhoods characterized by low to aver-
dangerousness, and child ethnic{§tep 1; age dangefslope= .67 and .49p < .001,
Hierarchiesx Neighborhood Dangerousnessrespectively compared to AA families from
HierarchiesXx Ethnicity, and Neighborhood neighborhoods perceived to be highly danger-
Dangerousnesg Ethnicity interaction terms ous(slopes= .32,p < .001)).
(Step 2; and the Hierarchieg Neighborhood
Dangerousnesx Ethnicity interaction term Discussion
(Step 3. The independent variables were cen-
tered before creating the interaction terms. Sigfhis study sought to examine the antecedents
nificant two-way and three-way interactionsof hierarchical structure within families and
were explored and interpreted using protest whether hierarchies were related to anti-
cedures described in Jaccard et @990. social behavior during late middle childhood.
Specifically, the association between familyOverall, our results were generally consistent
hierarchies and child antisocial behavior wawvith the tenets of Structural and Strategic fam-
examined at three levels of neighborhood darly theorists(Haley, 1976; Minuchin & Fish-

gerousnesglow = —1 SD, medium= M, man, 1975, in that markers of individual,
high= +1 SD) and/or at two levels of ethnic- spouse, and parental holon functioning were
ity (EA and AA). either directly or indirectly related to high lev-

The results indicated significant main effect®ls of parent—child conflict at school entry and
for family hierarchieqstandarg3 = .38,p < less firm hierarchies in later middle child-
.00 and neighborhood dangerousnéstsn- hood. When SEM was used to examine these
dardB = .25, p < .00J); child ethnicity was paths within a multivariate framework, direct
no longer a significant predictor of child anti-paths associated with hierarchies were found
social behavior after partialling out the vari-for rejecting parenting and role reversal atti-
ance explained by family hierarchies andudes assessed in early childhood and parent—
neighborhood dangerousnéstgandarg@ = .11, child conflict assessed at school entry. Indirect
ns). None of the two-way interactions werepaths were also evident for maternal depres-
significant(standarg3s = —.01, .03, and .01, sion, adult relationship satisfaction, and eco-
ns for Hierarchiesx Neighborhood Danger- logical disadvantage via their relation with
ousness, Hierarchies Ethnicity, and Neigh- negative child behavior ardr rejecting par-
borhood Violencex Ethnicity, respectively enting. Support was also found for an associ-
However, the three-way interaction term exation between family hierarchies and youth
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antisocial behavior. This relation was moderer living together versus other groups, no sig-
ated by neighborhood dangerousness and ettificant differences were found in how the
nicity, such that hierarchies were more strongljzocke and Wallace related to parenting behav-
associated with child antisocial behavior foiiors and attitudes between groups.
EA families when neighborhood danger was
i\é?g;r?ggrr?(;orgga%vi?gt;ovrvgsp\a{/aeﬂgzso\;vl?) (\THierarchies and youth antisocial behavior
In accord with previous studies in this area, a
direct negative relation was found between
hierarchical family structure and youth anti-
Many but not all of our results were consistensocial behaviotGreen et al., 1992; Madannes
with the tenets of family systems theory. Fokt al., 1980; Protinsky et al., 198%pecifi-
example, much of structural theory on thecally, children from families marked by lower
development of hierarchies is based on thkierarchical organization displayed higher lev-
integrity of the individual, spouse, and parengls of conduct problems compared to other chil-
holons; thus, we expected to find significantiren! These findings support and extend
relations among these factors. Only partial suprevious work on the utility of hierarchical
port was found for the hypothesized interrelastructure in preventing the development of anti-
tionships among these variables and their diregbcial behavior during middle childhood, val-
or indirect association with later hierarchiesidating the use of a family systems construct
Consistent with systems theory, rejecting pamwith a sample of low-income boys at risk for
enting (parent holonwas related to maternal serious levels of antisocial behavitiialey,
depression(individual holon and maternal 1976; Minuchin & Fishman, 1975
depression was related to adult relationship This relationship was qualified by neigh-
dissatisfactiorispouse holon However, rela- borhood danger and ethnicity, such that for
tionship satisfaction was not associated witEA families, the relation between strong hier-
higher levels of rejecting parenting or laterarchical structure and antisocial behavior was
hierarchical development. This was surprisstrengthened in the context of medium or high
ing, given previous research indicating considevels of neighborhood danger. For AA fami-
tent associations between marital relationadies, the association was relatively stronger in
attributes(e.qg., satisfaction, confli¢and par- the context of low or average neighborhood
enting(Christiansen & Margolin, 1988; Cum- danger, but less apparent when dangerousness
mings, Davies, & Campbell, 2000; Jouriles &was high for AA families. We hypothesized
Farris, 1992 and intergenerational boundarythat hierarchical structure would serve as a
violations (Fish et al., 1991 One potential protective factor for both EA and AA families
explanation for these null findings may haveén the context of average neighborhood risk,
been our broad definition of significant adultbut in accord with the previous work of
relationships. Although approximately twoGorman—Smith and colleagug$999, we
thirds of mothers completed the Locke andnticipated this relation to be attenuated at lev-
Wallace about their spouse or live-in partnerssls of severe neighborhood risk for AA fami-
a significant minority were not involved in suchlies. The finding is consistent with differences
arelationship. Thus, we chose to include othén neighborhood adversity for AA versus EA
adults who may have played less influentiafamilies within the Pittsburgh metropolitan area
roles in mother’s lives in general, and parent-
ing in particular(e.g., child’s grandmoth@r 1 tshould be noted that although we aggregated ratings
This strategy, although responsive to the eco- of youth antisocial behavior across ages 10 and 11
logical context of our sample, may have from multiple informants to form a more robust, gen-
decreased the magnitude of any “spillover” era_lizat?le constrgct, relations between hierarchies and
: . . antisocial behavior were comparably as strong at age
effects commonly cited between marital satis- 1, _ 35 ;- 001 as at age 10r = .35.p < .001)
faction and parenting. However, when we com-  ang were significant for both parent and youth report
pared the pattern of relations for those married of conduct problems.

The development of hierarchies
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in general(Ralph Bangs, personal communi-same is true of input from other family mem-
cation, April 1, 2003, and in our sample in bers. Ideally, each assessment would have eval-
particular. For example, during the first 6 yearsiated family interaction within the context of
of sample children’s lives, there was a 40%he entire nuclear family, including all sib-
versus a 0.7% probability of living in projectlings. Although this strategy presents practi-
communities for AA and EA families, respec-cal challenges, it remains an ideal to strive for
tively. Similarly, among families living in in future research to more accurately capture
project communities during the child’s first 6family process from a systems’ perspective.
years, 98% were AAWinslow, 200). Accord- Relatedly, our measurement of hierarchies was
ingly, strong family hierarchical structure couldpurposefully focused on the organization and
serve as a protective factor within the contexpower of parent—child relationship in lieu of
of average neighborhood risk for both EA anadtonsistent relations shown between parental
AA families and at high neighborhood risk forstructure and child conduct problems. How-
EA families, for whom extreme neighborhoodever, a broader definition of hierarchies would
disadvantage was a rarity in the current sanalso incorporate emotional components of the
ple. However, for AA families, hierarchies mayparent—child relationship. Finally, the three-
be less protective at high levels of neighborway interaction involving neighborhood dan-
hood adversity, as forces outside of the homger, ethnicity, and hierarchies in relation to
environment(e.g., exposure to deviant peergouth antisocial behavior, although consistent
and adultsbecome more influential than par-with other research in the area on severe lev-
enting for youth living in project communi- els of deprivation in urban communities, is
ties. The finding is also consistent with a recergpeculative and requires some inference about
study by Tolan, Gorman—Smith, and HennAA ethnicity serving as a proxy for severe dan-
(2003, who found gang membership to fullyger within neighborhoods. Despite these lim-
mediate the effects of parenting on antisociatations in measurement, we were able to show
behavior in extremely deprived communitiesseveral linkages between early family process
and hierarchical structure. In turn, low family
hierarchical structure was associated with
Limitations increases in youth antisocial behavior, albeit
qualified by ethnic and neighborhood context.
There are several significant methodological
limitations of the study. First, participants wer
limited to low-income EA and AA boys living
in an urban setting. Future work with boysThe implications of the findings for preventa-
andgirls from other socioeconomic strata andive efforts can be discussed with respect to
ethnic backgrounds is recommended to repliwo of the study’s primary findings. First, echo-
cate or disconfirm these results. It also needag previous research in this aré@aumrind,
to be pointed out that the study was not ini1971; Galombos, Barker, & Almeida, 2003;
tially designed to measure the development déreen et al., 1992 strong hierarchical family
hierarchies, particularly from a family sys-structure was associated with lower youth con-
tems’ perspective. From the perspective oduct problems for both EA and AA families
structural family theory, ideally measuremenwithin average levels of neighborhood adver-
of individual holon characteristics would havesity. Consistent with the tenets of Structural
been initiated prior to the marriage, and meaand Strategic theory and practice, interven-
surement of adult relationship satisfactiortions that promote strong intergenerational
would have begun prior to the arrival of theboundaries appear warranted. This finding is
first child. In addition, although we were ableconsistent with a growing appreciation that the
to collect observational data on the adult pardevelopment of antisocial behavior in chil-
ner when measuring family hierarchies at agdren is moderated by community-level fac-
10, measurement of holon-related antecederits's, effects that appear to increase as a function
of hierarchies was restricted to one parent. Thef the child’s developmental statiBrooks—

qmplications for prevention and intervention
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Gunn, Duncan, Klebanov, & Sealand, 1993tors in early childhood associated with later
Chase-Landsdale & Gordon, 1996; Leventhadarent—child conflict anfr hierarchies,
& Brooks—Gunn, 2000 One must take seri- should be viewed as potential targets of pre-
ously the reservations of others who have triedention efforts. It is noteworthy that several
to intervene with high-risk families and failedrisk factors across multiple domains were found
because they neglected to address contextual be indirectly or directly related to hierar-
issuegKazdin, 1995. For instance, Salvador chies at age 10, even though they were mea-
Minuchin abandoned working with low-income,sured when children were toddlers. Similar to
high-risk families because he concluded it wathe development of antisocial behavior, the
analogous to putting band-aids on individualsesults suggest that the development of hier-
who require surgery. Interventions that ararchies is also embedded within a multifac-
multisystemic and include options tailored tceted context, including child characteristics,
the challenges of community-level adversity ar@arental psychological resources, and childrear-
recommendedHenggeler, Schoenwald, Bor-ing practices, as well as the family’s social
duin, Rowland, & Cunningham, 1998n con- adversity. Thus, preventative interventions that
texts that condone antisocial attitudes anohcorporate a multisystemic framework are
behavior, parents’ abilities to exert influenceagain recommended, particularly addressing
on their child’s activities may be limited. those issues that compromise parent’s abili-
Second, as hierarchies were found to bees to provide nurturant and supportive envi-
related to youth antisocial behavior, risk facronments for their young children.
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