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Concern about limited resources and overpopulation has led . policy' B
makers to seek viablg meahs of reducing population growth in the U.S. ) ) J
.and elesewhere, Orle. of mahy posslb lities is to encourage more. parents o ) '
to .stop at one Chlld Theoretlcally, -the one Chlld famlly nas much - _ ]f
to ‘recommend-it. Financially, given comparable incomes, one child . : -\/ -
famllles would enjoy a hlgher standard of living than two or more child B "
.families. Personally, the one child family allows pecple to experience :
_ parenthood--somethlng that remaining.childless cannot prov1de——wh11e ‘
i - " freeing  up parent's time to do other thlngs, such as pursue careers. §
BRI Yet, despite’ these obvious advantages, hav1ng just one chil TR
.widely considered to Be undesirable. Over 80% of Americans sueryed in .o
1972 reported that thgy thought being an only\chlld is a disadvantage - o
(Blake,‘19§4) When undergraduates were asked to describe the -~ . -K& o
typical only child, a predominantly negative 1mage "emerged. Only . _ "
children were portrayed as: '"generally maladjusted, self-centered and . s
sclf-w1lled attention-seeking and dependent. on others, .temperamental
and anxlous, gencrally unhappy and unl keable, and-yet somewhat more o
autonomous_ than a.child with two 51b11ngs “(Thompson, 1974). It appears
from this evidenye that‘hmorlcans assume *hat a critical factor in proper
social doleopmont is:the presence of slbllng within the family. If
thig, assumption is <or10ct, a policy promoting the one- -child family
would. lead to an increase in selfish, maladjusted, and. lonely children. .
Since such an outcome is undesirable, it is worthwhile to emplrlcally
T ssess popular ass umptlions alout. the cssentlalness of slbllngs before _
) pursuing a, policy abdut/only children.. o ’ ' . o
) ‘A serlous study of the literature ylclds little support for the- :
assunptlonp regaxdlng the necessity of siblings. Note, however,i that ’ -
little rescarch has.been comducted about only children and this makes '
really firm conclusions about only children un]ustlflablc at present.
Research results relevant to only children can® be classified into three :
types: those with confllcf:nq Losults, those ftndlng no differences’ L
between only children and those with rcsu]ts consistent with popular | : f
stereotypes about only children. . _
. . The conflicting results. about only chlldren can he found in studies
4 of birth order. Herc'onlv childfen are frequently lumped together with-
- . . first borns. Let me share with you a brief survey of the literature,
’ For ex amplo,Aln 1976, Miller and Maruyama roported that only and first
borns received ‘lower ratings on peer seatlng choices than other children--
a finding they related to peer popularity. However, in 1963, Sells and
Roff reported thaL only and first borns Lccelvcd higher liking ratings <
from their peers than did other borns. As reviewers of the birth order
literature have ncted, thase confllctlng results are probably due to s
pecularltles of the samplc from which-the _subjects were drawn=-that is, _ :
chance variation,. scif-gselection, or qcncratnonal shlfts in frequency
of 'certain . famlly sizes and birth orders.
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" Besides c0nf11ct1ng results, much of the research which has directly,
focused on only children, and ‘their social adjustment has .reported finding
no differences between them and first or other borns. For example, in -
1932, Dyer compared the scores ofronly and other borns on the Bell
Adjustment Inventory and found that for .the majority of scales, only
children were 1ndlst1ngulshable from others., On the few scales'where'
only children d%fferedh they scored higher than the others. I might
add that one needn't go back as far as 1932 to find research reporting
no differences between only children and others.

The third type of research results, those iuwvolving negatlve

1f1nd1ngs about only children, are more critical to determining whether
~the one-child famlly -should be promoted. To date, many of these so-called

neqatlve findings come from questionable interpretations of research ,
results.. I will present twe important examples: one about-masculinity—
femininity and the other, about intelligence.

In a book cntltled The S:bllng, (1970) Sutton- Smlth & Rosenberg
wrote. .
“There are other data to show that the only boy is more
feminine than other males, and the only girls more '
masculine; moreover, that the deviation in these opposite-
sex directions leaves them with a greater‘tendency i
toward sex dev1at10ns gons%rant w1th these, tendencies
{p. .153). ‘ ' -
Sutton-Smith and Rosenberyg (1970) cited four reEerences in support of

“this statement (Gundlach &. Riess, 1967; licilbrun & Fromme, 1965; Hooker,

1931; Rosenberg & Sutton-Smith, 19G4).° An examination of. these studles,
however, indicatas that they provide little or no support for the .
Sutton-Smith and Roseénberg statement. In three ot‘the four studies cited,
no measure of sexual deviancy was included in the research.- These three
studies contained various mecasures of conformity to American sex role
norms. Ifooker's (131) research concerned teacher ratings-of the classroom ™
behavior of elementary achool students. Among other findings, Hooker-.
reported that tcachers . ted onlv chxldren as more likely to "show signs
of being sissies or tonboys" (p. 126). In the Rosenberg and Sutton-Smith
(1965) study,'on]y theconly boys demonstrated an unug sual sex rele pattern.

. These boys (N=12) scored high on hoth mascullnlty "and femininity scales,

Furthermore, in the Heilbrun and _Fromme (1965)  study, the mas culinity/
femininity scoves of only children-did not differ 51gh1f1cnntly from those
of children with siblings. 7Thus, the evidence cited by Sutton- vath and
Rosenberg does not give much support to the conclusion that only, chlldren
are more likely than othérs to be more. cross sex tyncd measures of .
masculinity and femininity,

The fourtH reference .cited by Rosenberg and Sutton-Smith does, in’

" fact, deal with the relative frequency ‘of birth orders in a sample of

lesbiars and nonlesblans. However, this study did not find that only
children were more likely than others to be found among the lesbian
sample. ¥nstead, Gundlach and Riess (1967) reported that a dlsportlonate
number of only children, and fi:st borns of a two.child family, and later
borns from large families were tound ‘among the lesbian sample,.although

they had no explanation for this finding. 1t was especiallyperplexing
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~ to them because just.the reversc had been found about thé frgquenqy;of only
- children among'malc homosexuals (Bieber et al,, 1962). A likely
explanation_for the Gundlach and Riess results llLS in errors associated
with the sample, rather than something intrinsic to.only children. This
sampling error could be brought.about by the self-select nature of the ... . -
. lesbian -sample  'and the questionable scloction procedure undertaken in
obtaining the. nonlesbian sample. _ :
The second example concerns intelligence. Here, we have a legitimate,.°'
negative finding about only children. Several large scale 1nvest1gatlons
“of IQ have found that IQ is inversely rclated to family: size, Given.
this, one would expect only children to have the highest IQ of all.
This is not the case. Only children consistently score lower than
chlldren from two child families and at a level comparable to first Y
borns from three to five child families. Why? 2ajonc and Markus (19 S) Lk
. explalntd this finding in termq of only children lacking siblings, "They Co
-7 argued that because only children lack younger siblings to tutor, they
lose their advantage in IQ., Zajonc and Markus 1ncorporated this o
explanation intp their model of intellectnal development despite the
fact that theére is_no evidence that . tutoring sbtmeone younger results in
an IQ gain for the tutor. But Lajonc and’ Markus had two juStlflcatlonb
for promoting sibling tutorlng\aq an explanation. First, last borns 1like
only children, also dev;ated ne dﬁvn]y'fxom their expncted pOQltlon.
Since only and last borns share the common fate of not having a
younaer 51b11ng, Zajonc and Markus thought that this sibling lack must i
be the cause of the lowered IQ. Thertfore, cquations. repre5ent1ng only
~and last borns contained a zero, while wquations reproqentlng\all othor
birth orders and family sizes contdined a one. Second, because the
o ‘correlation . between data simulated by these eqiations and aggregate data’
wasg high (.27), Zajonc and Markus ftlt that this qu,ynrtcd the 51b11ng Co-
- tutbrlng explanation, : :
' ~While there is no queqtlon that only chlldren scoxe lower than
. _expcctcd on IQ test%, there is rcason to question the explanation otfered
by. Zajonc and Markus. 1 started looking for alternate explanatlons--and\
it didn't take mc long to find one., Only children are more likely than
children from 2-4 child fawilies to come from single parent homes and -
there is evidenze that children from single parent homes have lower .
10s than children from two parent homes. Using eéuat:ons yepresenting the
confluence modeal, I -(Falbo, in press) found that the greater incidence
of father absence among onc chil.l familics to atcounts for 25% of the
. difference between where only children qhould score qu where they
.+ actually do. - : : / -

v
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In conclusion, I think that many reports of negatlve characteristics
of only -children represent questionable JntvlpLotatlon of research results.
-In the case of mas culinity=femininity, I think only children will, in
the last” ‘analysis, be found to .score in the fairly ordinary range. ?he
_explanation for why only children do not score as high on IQ tests as
their family sizé would indicate xemains a’' matter for qpeculatlon. -More
data is needed about the parental charatttzlqtlcs of only children and the
____ ._effeccts of sibling tutoring before we canﬁk@jxany certainty say that only

"children score lower than they should because they lack 51b11ngs.




But how does this BRIEF survey answer the question: should the one
.child family be encouraged? Clearly, a cautious interpretatlon of the-
avaxlable research would be that .it's not clear whether the one Chlld
famlly should be advocated or avoided. "Certainly, more, good research
focu51ng on only children should be conducted. —However, between the
time ‘we know more and now, it appears that the genrrally negative view

of the social ad)ustment of only children 1s not support:d by the
literature. ;F
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