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ABSTRACT

This paper 1ooks at the relationship between parents' social networks anc aspeets of
child development. It has often been suggested that parents' links with kin, neighbours,
friends, local and non-local orgamsatlon are likely to have many effects on children, of
the family: but such outcomes have never been systematlcany investigated of
demonstrated. In the present study independent interviews were held with 9-11 year old
children and their parents living in high, medium and low soial risk areas of Sydney,
Australia. The presence and number of parents' regularly-seen dependabte friends ‘("that
you can call on in a crisis") emerged as a_pervasive influence on child outcomes. The
children's- own social networks; their choice of role models; degree of socialisation;
Lappiness with their families; énd' level of ﬁegt}tive emotiojrls - all showed significant
associations with this aspeect of their parents' lives. The relationship was not simple or
linear; for instance on certain measures it is the parents and children whn are selective
in their friendships who stand out from those with smaller or larger networks. On
measures of adjustment to school, it was the nature of parents' local friendships that
emerged as the main predictor, but dependable friends also had an influence, these two

fnendshxp variables being related in a complex way. \

A seperate paitern of relationships was found in respect of availability of ehild
care supports, with parental ties to various formal organisation the salient predictor.

The findings suggest leads in many directions, some of which are briefly discussed.




- ) 2'

This paper is concerned with the reiationship between parental social nétworks-and
aspects of child developmant.* There is an increasing interest in the recen{ child
s - development literature on the influence of the wider environment; socigl and geographic
- the "ecology of development", tv use Bronfenbrenner's term (Bronfenbrenner 1973).
Parents' social networks constitute one aspect of this environment. In a useful recent
review article on the topic, Cochran and Brassard have argued that the influence of
parents' friends, neighbours and relatives has been too long unrecognised by those
studying development. The role played by the parents themselves has been a popular
'study, but "little attempt has been made to place the family in a social context beyond
that plaved by time-worn and static socioeconomic parameters" (1979: 601). Cochran
and Brassard suggest accordingly that the time is ripe to "chart a new course in the study
of child development" by drawing on ideas from social network analysis. In a search of
s the child development liiera’axre the authors found no studies using parents' networks as a
major independent variable; but from a review of those studies in which network
variables received incidental attention they suggest that there may be both cognitive and
social effects. On the cognitive side they found indications that richer parental networks
might be associated with accelerated perceptual differentiation in infancy; greater task
persistence in older .children;- more advanced representational thinking; and greater
receptivity to new intellectual stimuli. On the social side, positive outcomes hinted at L' :
include accelerated attachme...':in ihfants, greater and/or earlier independence b~havior
in older children, increased social role experience,. less st,erec;typed sex role and
occupqtional role perce[_)tions, end more favorable self-concept and adjustment. '

-

This is an impressive log of claims, based largely\as the authors boint out on passing
hints and "tantalising traces" from studies ccnducted with quite other goals. Cochran
and Brassard's review suggests a number of causal mechanisms including: enhanced

. pareatal self-esteem accruin2 from a satisfying soecial life, and translating into more

4 e.fective parenting; inherent abilities of [\mrents which manifest themselves in effective
relationships with both other adults and their own children; imitation by the child of
effective life-strategies modelled by the parents; parentally Tdeiated entree of the child

into a wide range of activities; exposure of the child to a wide range of observational
models; greater openness to learning from such models-and activities, due to early and
continued exposure to varied stimulation, and consequently ela\borated cognitive schéina’
development in the child; and eniancement of child's self-esteem by gratifying
interactions with a wide range of significant others. In the light of the present lack of

4

~ ./ - L4
- * This research was undertaken under funding from the Australian Research Grants
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basic intormatlon, however, Cochran and Brassard gnve priority to exploratory research
de suggest a number of useful directions for work in the area. . v

/7

-

The,Present Stud); :

The present study was designed to 1nvest1gate Some of the issues raised above, The
data come from a study of 305 fanfilies in Sydney, Australla, 1nterv1ewed late in: 1978
The, famllies were selected randomly from .,ix regions (Local Government Aress)

P themselves chosen by probabihty sampling to represent hxgh medu{m and low levels of

social "risk" (Vinson and Homel, 1976). The risk score is a measure of cumulatlve social
dnsadvantage ‘based on 25 social indicators ranging from income and economic self-
sufficiency through health, education and crime prchlems to family stability. Wlthm
egch risk level, one*LGA was in an mner, and one .an outer area,of the city 'I‘hree
subareas (prlmary school feeder districts) were selected by probability sampling: from

witr@i each LGA on the basis of estimated subareal nsk scores. The names of 9-11 year -

old children were randomly selected from school rolls and letters sent home to.parents
requesting permission that both they and theif child be interviewed. (9-11 year olds were
" chosen as it was feared that interviewing at earlier ages would present dnlh’cultles) (Lash
and Sigal 1976). In all, 18 state primary schools and 17 Rom&n Cath,olic parochial sehools
serving the same areas were involved.  Response'rate varied with the school, from 88
percent to 53 percent, with an average of 70.4 percérit. Only two parents actually
refused to participate: the remainder of the ~non-i'espondents‘ simply failed to reply,
despite several reminders. No' children whose parents did not give permission were
interviewed. Fathers and inothers were interviewed in approximately alternate order
with regard to network questions, giving close to a 50/50 division. All items relsted to
the chilc'i's development were asked of the mother (or surrogate), There was evidence
from teachers and other sources trpt the legst coping families were least likely to reply,
so that the sample undoubtedly under-represents such families, especially in the highest
risk areds. "I:

— »

/
Parental Netwprks.

There is by now a complex literature on social networks and their influence cn such

variables as mental health (Cablan, 1974, reactions to stressful life events (Brown, 1978),
fainily functioning (McCeughey et al. 1977), the naintenance or loss of ethuic identity
* (Bottomley, 1975) and maintenance of social identity (Walker et al. 1972). Thisliterature

makes it clear that social networks have a number of significant’ dimensions, which have
both independent and interactive effects. The most commonly studied dimensions have

B been size, frequency of contact, diversity, density or interconnectedness, and intensity

(Bott, 1971; Granovetter 1973). In addition ‘this literature distinguishes between the roles
' \ .
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pllyed by fnends, kin, nelghbours and tormal assoclatlons (Rossi 1972, Allan 1979).

In the present study the following questnons were used to tap theu' various
dimenmons-' . e

Doywtnvrmndrtomwithyolrneiglboms’ !
Do you say hello to any of them? Doyoustoptotalktoanyofthem" Lendthmgs
to them?. Borrow things from themb elp each other if someone is gnck" Help
ecehoﬂnerwimdlﬂdminding’ _
ofyowmiglbouﬂdoyoumcmdeammgmfnands’ '
asmwh,m'eorleumtactwithyournenghbomﬂmnyouwant’
ﬂowmyofmtrlmdﬂivemﬂnis(loealarea)’ (None, some, most, all)
How many would that be? How often do you see them?
mofanyourm,mtjmtthoaewlwlivemryou,doyouhaveanydepend&ble
mmtmmnguhﬂy,tlntyoucomdunmmamsm’ q.(you'remreal
‘trouble.) How many?

Do you have relatives that you can on in a crisis? How many? How often do you’
have coptact with them? How, many live in (local area)?
How often db you see them?

Do you or your spouse belong to - rehgious, ‘community, q;ortmg, cKildren's and othet” .

tions? (details) Which of these are locally based? Are any of your friends in
theoeotganisatxons’ Do you work for,orgwemoneytotheoeorgamsatmns’ /

v

Child Outcomes. . - . ‘ . \

Since the chudren intervieWed belonged’to a restricted age range,sonly certain of -

the, child outcomes nominated by Cocpiran and Brassard are included. Mcst of the
meastires are from the c¢hild mtervnews, whlch were conducted individually at the child's
school, durtng school hours,rat an m‘ferval ranging fromv 2-12 weeks before the child's
parents were mtervnewed A minority of measures, designated * , represent ‘the parents'
statements about the child. . , v -t

’ ' - .

A, Social Roles. ; b | E -

(i) _Child Networks. jPossessien of regular pldymates- feéling thet there are mteréstyﬁ

things to do after, school; sizé ‘of play.network; interconn€ctedness of piay network;
possession of a best friend; frequency ‘of fighting and arguing with other chnldren, being
cf‘sen for games; teelifgs of lonehness, attitudes to class mates (likes most, some, few).

(it Sophistication of role rrlodels. Whether the child would like ‘to be like~a famous
person or a fam.liar person, job child would lnk%to have when grown up (familiar,

) sx g - \ -
prestige, fantasy.) ? o\ D

(iii) . Degree of Soclahsatxon. Howtwell child gets along with other children (relative to
others of own age)*; child's degree of consndera't)g,ness\relatnve to others*; whether

-

extracurricular classes mkasport muqic, ete.). . ~ )
A
B. Self-Concept and Adjustment.. ; a
N (i) Happmess with four life areas: self, friends, schoolwork, and farnily (each self-rated

on fwe—point scale). - ° /7
(ii) Negative emotions: frequency of feelmé worried, afraid, angry and unhappy about

[ 4 : ' %)

. B - MR-
’ =




" (N.B. .The scalés’ vzre visually repzesented, bsl meagns of cartoon faces deplctmg the

v

v

" whieh partlcu'lar chlld autcome variables, a Gommon pathway has been hypathesised.

"‘\.

s . . .
own llfe (,separate self-ratings, four-pomt scales) - ' ’ -
appropriate emotions, which it was fu-St estabhshed that the child comprehended (Lash -
and Sigal 1976)). .

C. Adjustment to School.” . ¢

a’

P ) p /

- a

N
J

SelI-ratnw student relatlve to rest of class;’ mterest in schoolwork degree of
liking for" school, dégree of conflict wnth peers and teachers at school. .
__[ﬁhependence Behaviour. N

Degree /o" tlmldlty with regard to new sntuatlons*, of emotional matunty*

quarrelsomeness' and outgoingness* (ali relative to others of same -age); num@r of age-—
relevant tasks which the child performs unaided®. !
E. 'Access to Neighbourly Child Care Supports. o T

Membership “of . Clubs > and 'teams"; ‘parenta!’ satisfaction with child .care
arrangements®; child's involvement with adults outside the family.
F.,/ Satisfaction with being a Boy/Girl (dwn sex).

’ . ~ . . :
. 1f-rating on a five-point scale; Yed/no response to statement: "Ireally don't like
being a boy/girl." d

fig'ure 1 reﬁrésents the theoretical and operationally defi/ned model. Since there is no

research evidence to date to indicate whic¢h network characteristics might be linked to

~

« »

Figure 1 here

)

\ .
Method of Analysis., o

- . . x
Because ther= was more than one variable in most outcome sets, we generally used

niultiyg.rit;te regression techniques. Most dependent variables coula not be regarded as
normally distributed,.since they were dichotomies or simple three or four point scales
and generally t!\‘ey‘ could nbt be collepsed into more general factors. The constraint of
nou-normallty is usual with survey data, but with“the lsrge sample (305), the tests of
statistical significance can be shown to be reasonably reliable. Predictor (network)
variables werf}rouped into the families set out in Figure 1, namely friendship networks,
kin networks, neighbour contact and partigipation in organisations. It was also necessary
to include the risk score.of each area in each modek given the method of sampling. The
"sirgultaneous" mcfe\l reduction methéd of Aitkin f1978) was employed, utilizing Wilk's'

{

«
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Lambda criterion. This method allows the Type 1 error rate Tor the entire model to be
specified in advance thus reducing the ‘chance of the spurious results which the more

commonly-used stepwise regression procedures often produce. Moreover, it allows ,}'/

theoretical grouping of variabl\.s of the kind deseribed aboye to be-investigated in 4

systematic way. We used a nommal slgmfmance level of .01 for.each mdmdual variable,
which corresponded to an overall Type 1 error rate of .30 for each model Reduced
mou2ls were interpreted using the discriminant function§ (Timm, 1978) together with

N . .. B8R . . L .
. univariate statistics. . In interpreting the reduced model, it is important to remember

that the variables in the .reduced set have been shown to be important over and above the
effects of all the variables which have been omitted. Since predictor variables are

usually moderately correlated with each other it is possible in any analysis for there to -

be a number of reduced models with approximately the same predxctwn power. Thus

" some predictor variables which have a high zero order correlation with the dependént

variables but which are also correlated with other predictors may not emerge as part of a
reduced model, since they have been "partialled out". .

s
o

Results.,

]

Table 1 presents a summary of findings. The most striking feature is the repeated
appearance of friendship networks, and in particular the presence/absence and number of

" regularly seen dependable friends ("that you can call on in a erisis"). Local friendships

emerged as the main predictor for Variable Set C, Adjustment to School. There is'a

_ complex relationship between 'the,se two friendship variables which is discussed below.

Variable Set E, Access to Child Care ‘Supports, -shows a different pattern, with
organisational membership and ties as the salient predictor.

A. Socia] Roles. .

() _Child Networks. , -

The multivariate P value for the full model was .073 (i.e., much less than our cut-off of
.30). Univariate values from the reduced model indicated that the item "Child likes most

* Wilk's Lambda v ue for a model ean be used as a measure of predictive Rower. A =
(1-Ry*) — (1- with p dependent variables, where R, is the ith canonical
correlation. sp the smaller the value 6f A, the greater the overall varian¢e explained
by the model.

*# Since there were 3§§ndependent factors in each model, the probability of at least one
Type 1 error was 1-.99 .30. The full model had 58 degrees of freedom.

s*¢ It is often suggested in the literature that when reporting the results of a
discriminant analysis, the diseriminant function coefficients should he adjusted by
multiplying by the within cells standard deviations. This is good practice when the
dependent variables are genuine numerical variables measured in different secales.
However, in thé present study most variables are dichotomies or three point scales, and

hence the unadjusted coefficiemts have been reported, even though some categories’

occurred more frequently than others (apd thus the variables-have Jifferent variances).




v

¢ olthe chﬁdmwh//her class" made the greatest contnbutlon to this outcome
' (P</(ll)/l’xgure 2 plots the mean scores on this 1tem\by number of parents' dependable
/f/ ench, the significant predictor item (P = 03)

e v o Figure 2 here’

It will be ‘'seen that children whose parents lay claim to only one. dependable friend

e

M alg “qeeds to be taken into cdnsideration in interpreting the reduced model. By
’ ’ examining the discriminant function tigieﬁts, we can interpret what high, average

and low scores mean on this dimension. A high score corresponds to the situation in
" which the child likez most of his/her classmates, but most of his/her friends do not know
each other. This suggests that the child's network is.digspersed into a number of separate
groupings On the other hand, a low score corresponds to the Situation in which the child
does not like most of its classmates, but most of ‘its trlends know each other. This
>~ suggests that the child might be part of a smg,ll cohesive cliqgue. The other two
possibilities - the positive nondispersed and the neghtive dispersed - are relgtive.ly clgser
-to the two poles than tc; tﬁe’middle ground. The dimension is interpreted -gruphically in

Figure 3. 1 o . <
: - ' . '
- " Pigures 3 and 4 here:

F:igure ‘4 plots discrimif{;nt , iﬁnc{{on scores against parents' number of dependable
friends. It i;ldicates that the children who form cliques, in the eense described above, or
’ Y , Who have negati iye d.ispeh?kd netyorks, are most’ lnkely to come from %nlnes who report
only one friend they would depend on in a qisis (see also Figure 2). Possible explanations

- for thisifinding are considered in the discussion section of this paper.

/ istication of Role Models <
This variable set was concerned wita the reality versus fantasy orientation of the

child. Since an ordinal scoring on the desil'ed-jbb questiomseemed inappropriate, the

three- types of answer - familiar non-prestige (e.g. typist), prestige (e g. doctor) and
fantasy “(e.g. pop star), were entereJ in the model as threé\separate factors. Where more

than one desired job was nominated fantasy was given precedence sver prestlge and
prestige over familiar. The univariate P values in Table 1 show that both famllnar—r\On—
prestige and prestige job were significant (P <.025, <.01).. Figures 5a and 5b plot mcan

scores against presence/absence of at least one dependable friend, the significant

- o predictor item (P = .04), and indicates that parents' lack of any dependable friends is

/_'emergé as least __lj,kelyﬂ like most of their classmates. The discriminant function -
: coefficients however indicate that the item "Most of child's friends know each other!"




. 1 4
associated with children's choice of non-prestige jobs, and presence of friends with

-

Figures Sa and 5b

: 2

. prestige job choice. As in the previbus analysis the discriminant funetion coefficients
indicate that a second variable - in this case child's nomination of a familiar rather than
a famous role?;nodel - needs to be taken into consideration. Figure 6 illustrates the
discriminant funetion, on which a high score corresponds to a prestige job choice and real
person role model, and a low score to familiar non-prestige job and famou/s person role

b model. The function is also plotted agsainst presence/absence of de'sendable fnends in
Figure 7. The nature of these functions suggested that parents' socloec Jnormc status -
might be mﬂuencmg the results,.and the dependable friends vanable was accordingly
‘cross-tabulated againt. areal risk score. This showed that hbsence of dependable friends
- was associated with living in a higher risk area (mean risk for no dependable friénds
group = .83 compared thh .51 for the group thh friends, a difference of .2 of a standardﬂ’

deviation.) ' ’
- ‘ s /_{égures 6 and 7 here.”

. These figures z;re interpreted as indicating a constellation of parents' lack of ciose
* friends, and the child's low job aspiration and, choice of familiar role model, modestly
assocxated wnth nexghbourhood risk level. Focussmg on the occt.patnonal status of the
famlly" it is no’.eworthy that only one of the 19 families in thé two highest categories had
no dependable friends, but the overall correlation with occupadgnal status was week.
(iiiy_Degree of Socialisation. . ‘
Y Presénce/absence of at least one dependable friend is again the mgmflcant
~._ = predictor 1tem, (P = .04) with the parent-rated item "Child gets along better than ,
average ‘with other children" the most sxgmﬁcant outcome variable, and child's taking of
special lessor@sp showing up in the discnmmant functlon. _The significant item and the
‘ DFC scores are plotted against presenée/absence of dependable friends in Figures 7 and
- 8; a high DFC score° here describes better than av’érag?relationships with other children
and the taking of special lessons. ‘

-

N

» — Figures 8 and 9 here.

Tuken in conjunction with the material presented above regerding role models, a
»

%

*'.Job choice anl mention of a famous person were correlated (Gtamer's V = .18).
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3 consxstent picture of personal and social constriction among the chlldren of the adults
without dépendable friends begins to emerge

-
o’

_B._8eif-Concept and Adjustipent.
(l) Happlne& with self, fnéndsLschoolwork and family. ' S -

** Thie multivariate _probability value for the full model fell ]ust within the acceptable
- level of signifncance. The umvanate P values indicate that the éhnld's happiness with its
family is the sngmflcan_t item in the outeome set (P = .000),.and once again, it is

IS
PE %

-

presence/&bsence of a dependable friend in the parents' lives that predicts this outcome,
absence being associated with the child's rating of itself as less happy about its family.
Mean values on the 2—pomt scale were .03 for the group with dependable friends and 19
for t};e no-friends ‘group (a difference of about oné standard vnatnon in favor of the
grogp wnty.'fr\ends) This finding then elaborates tle plctuf;}za

variables diseussed above.

( it) Freg\_lency of nggative emotions (worryL fear, anger and unhappiness wnth life.)

This child outecome also was assoclated with the number of dependable fnends, but
the relationship was more complex._ Only one item (unhappgness with life) was significant
on its own (P <.05), with the parents reporting between two and nine dependable friends
having children with the lbwest best) scares. However, there was a tendeney for parents

" who reported 20 or more ‘friends to have children with __g!\_unhaPpmess scores, a pattern

which was accentuated in the diseriminant function. All four items loaded on the

. ) discriminant functlon, with feat and unhappmess with lnfe making the largest
contributions (Teble 1). ]
‘ S - - " Figure 10 h )
€ igure ere . ;
/ ' : -

The increase in negative emotion in the 20 or more friepds group (shown in Figure
10 for the disoriminant function) is contrary to the main trends in the data, and is
discussed further below. " J ‘ ’, : )
‘C. Adfustment to Sctiool. ’ o ' ~ A~

-

This variable set contained five items, three of which related to the child's feelings
.. \}bout' school -and two of wkjch concerned the child's involvement in fights or arguments
at school. ".able 1shows that fighting with other children was the most significant single

,‘/'

variable (P<.025), although the ﬂ\lscriminant funation mcluded contributions fr?m two of

the attitudinal items (whith because they ranged across three and flve point sca1e§ should
. be accorded nearly the same weights as the fnghtmg vanable) . M

[

Unlike previous Vanabbjsets, the parents' number of local friends emerged as the
- \
< - ’ P \&r_. s

o | 11

Iready provnded by the
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: best predxctor, wnth the mtepéstmg addition of the proport:on of friends who lived locally

(P = .046). Trus aspects ot both size and diversity of parents® friendship networks were
related to school adjustment. (1t should be noted that number of local friends and total

" nimber of dependable friends were correlated, with Y'= .32) Figure 11 shows the
‘ proportioixs of children who got into figi'lts of sufficient seriousness to cause trouble with

the téacher or H\eadmaster, by both aspects of parents' friendship networks. Figure 12

presents the same in'f})rmation for the discrimina/nt function (higbﬂ scores indicate a high
incidenee of school related problems).

T

.Insert Figures 11 and 12

Both figures suggest a contrast between two groups of families: those~with an
extensive network of both local and non-local friends whose children were relatively well
adjusted at school, and those families with a relatively limited network of mainly local
fnends whose children had a high incidence of school related problems. Famllles who had
no local fnends at all were strongly sepa"ated from the group wnth limited local
networks, probably because they comprised a mixture of three types: new arrivals in the
area, the genuinely wolated and middle class families who were isolated by choice from

local contacts. The possibility that different patterns &1 sociability in working class ang

" middle class areas could help explain these fin;iings is pursued in the discussion.

E. Access to Neigtibourly Child Care Supports. ~ ~ ~ ' X
This item set shows a d*{ferent pattern of results, with organisational membershnp
and ties the salien{ predietor, itéms. Figures, 13a and 13b depict mean scores of the two
outeome variables which have s’tatnstxcally sn/_/ﬁeantxalues.
‘ (
Figures IWere

7
Two diseriminant * function dimensions emerged in the analysis. The first takes

~ -

cognisance of only the two items depicted~in Figures 13a and 13b, & high score

correéponQing to nigh perental child care satisfaction and high club/team membership.
The second dimension: also describes high child care satisfaction, but invoives a contrast

between club/team membership &nd involvement with adults outside the family ("adults _ ‘

»

with whom yéu like to talk and'spend time").

Despite its large weight in both diseriminant functions, satisfaction with child

minding arrangements should not be given too much weight in the interpretation, since

only 12 parents gave a response other than "very satisfied". Most of the variation in

scores comes from the adult involvement and group,agtivities variables.
& .

-~

Figure 14 here.
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Discriminant contrast scores for the two dimensions are shown in Figure 14. The
first dimensicn here appears to describe a child-oriented situation, where the child's out-
of-school time is occupied with various organised activities, and the parent takes some
[;art in these activities. The second dime&ion appears to contrast parental membership
f adult-oriented child-excluding'groups with involvement in comm .ity groups, and to
suggest that the former type pf membership acts to lessen the child's involvement with
non-family adults, perhaps by separating the worlds of parents and children. It should be
noted that belonging to children's organisations and belonging tc community organisations
is differentiated predominantly on the second rather than the first dimension. From the
discriminant function weights we can inierpret this to m.ean that children of parents in

ecommunity organisation are more likely to be involved with non-family adults.

The nature of the"'dther" organisations mentionéd is very mixed, and is discussed
further below.
Summery of Network Effects, -

Figure 15 represents a graph.cal representatisn of the main findiags. The common
pathways shown in: Figure 1 have been separated out and th. non-significant network
measures deleted. :

-~ Figure 15 hr e

S

Discussion. T

Parental social networks appea: to have multiple e?f?ects on their children's
experience of life. In particular the presence and number of regularly seen dependable
friends émer}es as a pervasive influence. The children's own social networks; choice of
role model3; degree of socialisation; happinesé with their family; and level of negative
emotions all show significant association with this aspect of their parents' livgs. It seems .
then that the parents' possession of "real" friends can be regarded as & variable which
influences development of children of the family in many ways. Whilst such an effect
has been quite often suggested (e.g. Caplan, )’élu: Cochran and Brassard, 1979;
Bronfenbrenner, 1379) it\has never before, as far Jas we are aware, been demonstrated
systematically. Bronfenbrenner for instance reports that he could find only one study of
parental networks and family interaction (McAlliéter et al 1973) aﬁd that this study
concerned itself only with the behaviour of the parents (199:2‘38).‘ Similarly Abernethy
(1973) tounc that mothers with a closely knit network felt more competent in the
mothering role; but presented no indepenqent data from the children. (In the present
study, it will be recalled, the children were interviewed independently at school, at -
periods ranging from 2-12 weeks before parents were visited and interviewed.)

+
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The relationship however is not a timple or linear one. With regpect to children's
social networks, it is the children whose parents lay claim to only one "good" friend who
stand out from all others. Why should this be? Inspection of the interview protocols
revealed some interesting aspects. It seems that the parents of the children who form
"eliques" (low score on the discriminant function) are themselves selective in their
friendships, by force or by design. The more brosperous parents (in the lower risk areas)
gave largely positive material reasons for living in the area - pleasant land and trees,
good houses, the right price, availability of schools and the like. Their closest ties were”
to relatives, the wife's mother in particular, their evaluation of the area was tempered -
some things good, some bad - and their commitment to it, as measured by how they
would feel about moving, rather modest. Their membership of local organisations was
somewhat low, and their commitment to friendships outside the family cautious. The
"erisig" in which they felt they could call on one dependable friend was either
hypothetical or child-related. The poorer parents (in the higher risk areas) shared thege
selective attitudes, but were more likely actively to dislike the area, to be there because
it was the best they could manege in terms of price or'in terms of convenience to work
or relatives, and to be uncertain as to how long they would stay (sometimes this depended
on the landlord, rather than their own decision). The crisis they nominated was likely to
be a material one. (One Greek immigrant father for instance, who had been unemployed
fqr seven months, but was committed to mortgage repgyments oh an inner city house,
mentioned a number of "dependab}e" relatives and one "dependable" f;-iend who had
loaned him money towards the mortgr > payments.) Apart from their Yeliquey"
characteristics, the children displayed - range of attitudes to themselves and the
various aspects of their lives. Some (generally in the poorer areas) shared their parents'
active dislike of their surroundings, some seemed quite unhappy, and some had problems
such as learning difficulties and overweight; others seemed well-adjusted children.

By contrast, th. children with positive attitudes to classmates and dispersed

a networzits tended to take part in a variety of activities and to have parents with an active
commun\'.ity involvement and commitment to their local area, even where the area itself
was a poor one. For example, one father of such a child worked as a council gardenear in
the high‘risk inner city area where the family lived. He was politically active in the
Australian Labor Party, as was his wife, a breakfast waltress in an inner -city hotel. Both
also belonged to a number of other com munity, religious and sportmg organisations. The
fsther felt the area was cohesive because residents shared the- same working class
background, income and lifestyle. He nominated six dependable friends, several cf whom
hd helped the family out financially when his union was on strike. His son Shaun was
one of five children, took lessons in dancing and art, belonged to Cubs as well as church

o organisations and had a number of adult friends outside the family with whom he liked to

- S 14
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talk and spend time. Shaun mentioned that several gafllgs in the aresa regularly tore down
playground equipment and threw bottles around, bu;/fme censidered the area friendly, and
liked living in a city environment, liked most of his classmates, and rad friendﬁ each of
the various activity.groups in which he took pari. ’

P

) The absence of any dependable friends is associated witim different and more clearly ¢
negative child outcom_es. Children in these farpilies tended to mention a fantasy rather
than a familiar persanal role model,in con;bination with modest job aspirations, to get
along less well than average with other chilc?é? (in their parents' eyes), not to take
special }essg,s, to be relgtively unhappy about their families, and to be of lowe™\
socioeconomic status. The interview material showed that these families suffered from
a variety of stresses - money worries, long hours of work, marital stress or separation,
and poor living 2onditions. ir%migrant parents from non-English speaking countries were
perticularly likely to work long hours in low-income jobs or in small businesses - e.g.
greengroce; shops and corner stores - such that their opportunities for establishing and
maintairing close friendships were ‘minimal. Single parents and families which had
suffered various misgfortunes had often moved downwards into cheaper areas where they
felt they had little in common’ with other residents. Since these were often high-
irﬁrﬁig}ant areas, language barriers and the work patterns of the immigrant families were °
a further barrier to friendship formation. A.number of the children were liviné on social
security with elderly relatives - most offen a grandmother - following departure ofgthe
mott  or both parentS,‘and t’\ese relatives were more concerned with survival, and with
keeping the child clean, w, "good", and away from "rough elements", than with fgre
éxpanéive aspirations. A number of parents' ambitions for their children werdlof a
negative kind - the s/he should not be & cleaner or a factory hand."Keeping ourselvdg t
ourselves" and getting by without having to seek aid from outside the immediate family
were commonly cited as goals and virtues; so that having friends who could be called on
in a cyisis was not nccessarily seen in a positive light. The children's lives can perhepé
best be described as constricted - in interests and activities, school achievement, job
aspirations, social skills, fluency and imagination. Along with this constriction went a
variety of anxieties about their families; that they might die, or get hurt, lose their jobs,
be murdered, (a taxi driver's child), be frozen in the freezer at work (an icecream factory
worker's son), that they quarrelled a lot, that they didn't have any money, that they had
to live in "an old dump", about not having a father, and "because my mother is worried all
the time as she is 62 years of age" (this was a grandmother in fact, the real mother and’

the father having deserta the children).
. . ~~
Feelings of unhappiness, fear worry and anger ‘were also associated with the

- parents' dependable friends, but the relationship was more complex. The children with

J
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least negative emotions were those whose parents ‘eported between t..o and nine
dependable friends. As this range emerged for other outcome sets aiso (although not as
strongly as here) it can perhaps be regarded as the "optimum" or "healthy" range. The
unexpected negative attitudes of children whose' rents claimed large numbers (20.or
/mpre) of friends was a surpnse. The mtervnew protocols indicated that this was mainly
due to the inc}usmn in the group of & number cf small shopk=epers with large numbers of
clients whom they classed as friends, vnd also of some long-time residents in an area,
like the mother who lived in a house bought ongmany by her father and stated that
"after 43 years here I've got too many {riends fo count". In fact "lots" and "too many tc
count” was a common response from this group, and perhaps indjcates a different
definition of friendship from-that emplovza by oitet parents, and not ihcompatible with
feelings of isolation and unhappiness ir, a child ui e family. One child in such a family
for examp]ef who lived above the}mmhester shop in which both parents worked long
hours, rated her happiness with her life very low, was often bored and lonely, often felt ’
angry abou{ different things and in particular about "always ;taying home and never
going out". \Not all ghildren from such backgrounds were unhappy of course. Children
who helped out ir-family shops and businesses were often exceptionally mature self-
confident friendlyl children. Greek-t;om milk-tar owner'pointed out that 78 good
frlends came to his wedding and a ouple of hundred to each of the 'childrers$ chfistenings

and that many of these would help him out in a crisis.- His ‘daughter had an ex jonally
large number of friends, child and adult, and seemed se? to follow in his footsteps.

For one variable set - the child's adjustment tc school - the parents' local friendship
network proyed to be the key frctor in the statistical analysis. It is interesting to note
that half of the 26 families whose friendships were lipiied to a small number of local
contacts were in unskilled occupations. These were jthe families whose children who,
were in most conflict with the school system. PY contrast few\er than one third (32
percent) of the 50 families whose children had more positive attitudes to school and who /
had extensive Ml on-local friendship networks were in these occupationhal
categories. ﬁ\is is consistent with the comments of Allan (1979) who has noted for
Britain that local ties (workmates and neighbours) are more importdnt to the working
class than to the midaie class. In any case, these observations suggest that as ets of
family life associated with soeial clsss (in adaition to friendship netwbr fmay
contribute tJ poor adjustinent at school. One possibility is supported by data fr ﬁ?\our
survey: parents limited to a small number of local ".'iekn}smps were more likely than the
contyast group to report feeling worn out, rushec, worried about money or c;epressed
about\their lives,‘ and were much more likely to regret having had chifdren (15 percent
compared with two percent). Thus conflict at sch.;ol may be one manifestation of class

related stresses on the family. 1"
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A third strand in the present study is the child care support variable, which is
independcnt of parental relatlonshlps with Triends and neighbors, but strongly associated
with membership of community, children's and other organisations, ana the possession of
friends’ within these associations. In partncular, parents who participated solely or mainly
in organisations coded as "other" were strongly differentiated from parents who
perticipated in children's or community organisations, in that their children were less
likely to be involved with adults outside the family and were less likely to belong to any
clubs, teams or group activities. These families were predominantly 1mm1gr ts, were
usually members of ethnic organisations (which we coded under "other") and pZt a great
deal of stress on the family as an influence in the life of the growing child. However it
should be emphasnsed that for many; immigrant groups the term "famnly" implies the

_ extended rather than the nuclear family, and "grown-ups within the family" may have

included a range of kin.

For example, a Chinese mother and father belonged to the Chinese Mandarin Club
and t\aa iriends in the elub, had a number of relaties living locally, but had no loecal
friends and little contact with neighbours. ir_nine year old girl Leonie was described
by her mother as "somewhat shy"- she did not belong to ary groups and knew no grown-
ups outsnae the extended family wlth whom she could talk of spend time. Leonie
reported being lonely sometimes, and it seemed that her activities outside schaol were
oriented largely around the family. Not all families of this type were immigrants. A -
second nine year old guﬁ Carolyn, was the daughter of & single mother living in a
Housing Commission flat in a poor suburb. The mother had good neighbour contacts, a
number of local friends and was generally coping well, and Carolyr. enjoyed spending time
with a neighbour who " uﬁﬁerstands me and Mum." However, while her mother at least
belonged to the Aquarium Society (but to nothing else), Carolyn belonged to no elubs or

.teams and had no special lessons or classes.

.

AL these families shared the characteristic that the parents' group me'mbership ud
not appear to involve the child to any extent in specific children's activities. In sofme
cases (the single mother, for example) this seemed to be because the parents had no
resources to spare on children's or community organisat}ons, while in other cases it was
part of a dehberate choice on the part of the parents to isolate themselves from local
commumty lnf'e and to devote themselves to associations which promoted their partici )lar
cultural heritage. The key point seems to be that the parents' organisational affiliations
did not provide an entree for the chiid either into a wider network of non-kin adults or
mto organised children's activities.

Wkat othér causal processes mediate the complei(' patterns described above? A
number of possibilities were mentioned eaTier in this paper: the social learning of
‘ ,

“y




B | 16. ‘

parent-modelled activities and attitudes; the enhanced self-esteem associated with
gratifying social activities; and the general level of effectiveness of dlffenng parents,
. manifesting itself both in relatlonshlps with other adults and in parentmg skills. Al of
these seem likely to play a part in the outcomes described in this study. Parents'
meribership of children's and commumty organisations acts as an“entree for their

&

chtldren into group activities, but appears alsd to influence the child's social attitudes, as
evidenced by greater interest in the company of non-family adults. Simitarly & child like
Shaun had copied not only his parents outgoing attitudes and&_actlvntles, and also theu'
optimism and liking for their world; to the extent that his distress at the local gangs of
vandals had not affected his liking for what was in fact a very rough area. it was
interestlng also to find Shaun deseribing hlS mother's best quality as "the fact, that she
. put up with a 16t of kids", suggesting considerable parenting skills on her pdrt. Another
child who lived on a fwe acre block with many pets, including a much-—loved pig,
explained that "because I've been brought up with ammals 1 love them and worry a.pout
- them" indicating that her parents had succeeded in creating a powerful l;arnmg’
envirohment of a different kind. By contrast, the ten year old girl who felt that "all the

shopkeepers rob you here" appeared to heve internalised her ‘nother's own negative -

* preoccupations. ‘The often-startling concerns voicedWyy the children £bout growing up (to
_ be reported elsewhere) strike a rich vgin in exemplifying - multiple influences of the
environment: "I don't want to do all that screaming &nd stuff", ."Men like raping women
when they' re grown up", "When you drive a car someone yeils at you 'you stu;p/:vgvoman' "

{
AN

'\ "You have to get married and your husbanil’ yells at you and punches you up when you
have an argument"”.

v The fact that it is "dependable friends" rather than other noteworthy

characteristics that emerges as most salient suggests that the parental qualities
associated with making and maintaining meaningful friendships are far more influential
than the nature and extent of kin and neighbour ties. This finding is relevant to an active
debate in the sociology of kinship and friendship (Allan 1979), and we plan in consequence
tq, look further into the relationships between our families of network variables. This
will_involve consideration of the dlfferent dehmtnons of friendship and,,famvly that
pertain in differing social groups. ’

Not all d‘evelopmental outcomes..were related .o parental networks, and not all
network variableg were inﬂuential. Independent behavior, as measured in this study, was
indeed mdepenz\t' The fact that all\outcome measures on this variable were parent -
rated rather than child -J_rated may be a factor here. However it is also worth looking
more closely at Cochran and Brassard's argument for including this variable in their

o /model. They build their case in this insﬁtance from the literature on single-parent

| ~ 15
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families, which shows that lone mqthers are forced to make many emergency demards on
their network contacts which they are unable to reciprocate. To avoid further draining
these network resources they accordingly require their children to take on

responsibilities and tgsks for which-théy would otherwise turn to friends, neighbours and

' relativ? Cochran and Brassard thus hypothesise that independence behavior in the child
y

is likely to be associated~not so much with strong or weak network resources as with
those that are already overdrawn. As we did not have a measure of this’ variable, the
hypothesis remains to be tested. Satisfaction with being a boy or girl was also unrelated
~to network characteristics, but as we show elsev&here, (Homel and Burns, in preparation)

¢ much of the variance in this item is due to the child's sex, and also to the interaction

between sex and ethnic background, hence parental networks could not ‘be expected to
exert a strong influence. . - .

The present !,mdings suggest leads in many directions, and it is hard to accord
prior‘ties. However we plan next to look systematically at those variables which have
been considered only impressionistically in this paper, by constructmg and testing a
structural relations model which includes demographie, mobility and some other
"midway" vanables - for instance commitment tq one's area of residence - along with
those investlgated in the present study. Our aim is o illuminate the pathways of
influence from environment 5 \child, or, to use Bronfenbrenner's term, the salient
features of differing ecologies oft development.

g
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éigure 1.
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Patental.Netwo;ks .
{Grouped into "families")

-

1. Neighbours -
Size of network

Frequency of contact
Nature of contact
Satisfaction with contacts

2. F!ienég -
Posse._sion of local friends
Number of local friends
Possession of dependable
friends
Number of dependable
-v friends ’

.

3. Relatives -

Possession of dependable
relatives

Number of dependable
relatives R

Frequency ,of contact with
dependable relatives

‘Proximity of dependable
relatives

Number bf locally-resident
dependable relatives.

4. Organisations -

Number & type of
organisations to which
self or spouse belong

Friendship contacts in
these crganisations

Intensity of involvement
in these organisations

Model of Hypothesised Rel-~ionships Between
Parental Social Networks and Aspects of
Child Development.

Child Outcomes

A. Social Roles
(i) Child Networks
{ii) Role Models
(iii) Degree of Socialisation

B. Self Concept and Adjustment
(1) Happiness with life arcas
t1i) Frequency of r.erative
emctlions ’

t

C. Adjustment to School

.D. Independence Behaviour

E. Access to Neighbourly
Child Care Supports

F, Satisfaction with Being

‘_a__B_q/Girl A

<7
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FIG. 8 Mean Scores on "getting along better than average with
‘other children" by possession by parents of dependable friends'
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Figure 11. 'soportions who fight with other children at school, by parents' local friendships
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