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Abstract

- A set of‘ instruments were developed to study children’s
soecial natworks: Mothers and their preschool-aged:children were
interviewed wifg regard to the composition of each child's social
network, as weil as the performance of suppaort functions by
network members. To determine the reliability of the measures a
pilot sample of mnthets and children were re%interviewed after an
interval of one to two months. Both maternal and child reports
| of network fﬁhctianing exhibited éonsiderable. 5tab111ty.‘.nata‘
from‘ study sample of 68 preschoolers and their mothers were
anaiyzéh to evaluate the internal consistency of thg measures, as
well as the relationship between maternal and child teédrts of
the functions performed.by network members. Scales derived from
the interview data showed good internal consistency. There was
also considerable correspondence between maternal and child

reports regarding members of the child's social network.



Comparing Maternal and Child Reports of
Children's Social Networks.

Researcﬁ on the child's social relationships has shifted“
.away from an exclusive focus on the mother-child relationship to
a consideration of the child'STZOn;acts with other people. While
father-child interection has been the subject of inceeasing
research attention (cf. Parke, 198l1), our knowledge of the role
of other family members, relatives, neighbors, and friends in the
life of the child is limited (Cochran and Brassard, 1979; Lewis,
19825. These people may be termed members of the child's gocial
network. | _—

Lewis and Feiring (1978, 1979) heve proposed a model for- the
study of children's social netwo;ks. They view -the social
network as consisting of a variet;_of people (termed gogial

' objects), including parents, sibiinge, other relatives and

friends, who perform several functions for the child. Funcéion;

% - are —those activities vhich take place within the context of the.

qocial network and which serve to promote the child’s survival
g/;nd.uell-bging.

| The few studies of children's social networks have examined

their composition in reiationship to demographic variables,

including the child's age (Garbarino et al., 1978); the marital

status of the parents (Tietjen, 1979), and socioeconomic status

(Feiring and Lewis, 1981). Howev:r, teseaecb methods in this

area ‘need to go beyond the enumeration of network members to an

exploration of the relationship between the child and each
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network member. This paper repo:ts on instruments designed to
Study the social networks of preschqgl-aged children, adopting a _
functional approach similar to that proﬁgked by Lewis and Feiring
(1979). Data will be- prqsented regarding the reliability of the
instruments, as well as ;hé correspondence between maternal and

child reports of the functioning of the network.

I7
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Sample

R pilot sample of twelve mothers and fourteen children (8
boys and 6 girls) of 4 to 5 years of age were administered the
social network ﬁeégures on two occasions, at an interval of one

to two months. The study sample of 68 mothers and their four: to

five year o0ld children was recruited at nursery schools and &ay-

»

care centres in two middle class meighborhoods. This sample

includes 31 girls and 29 boys. - All interviews took place on an

1ndiv1dua* basrs in the homes of the participating families.
R , - .

Measures
A set of inst(uments wergkdesigned to assess the structure

and functioqing of children's social networks. Both the mother.

and the child are interviewed with regard the composition and
task performance of the child's social network. The mother 's
form of the 1htérv1ew has two parts. In the first part, the
composition of the child's network is elicitéd by nsking about
household residents {parents, siblings, extended family members,

‘etc.), substitute caregivers, relatives residing in town, family

frienas and neighbors with whom the child has a relationship, and
the child's own’grfends. In the second part of the interview,

mothers are asked to complete a series of support scales for each

network member. The support scales document the performance of

social functions by network members:

/

.
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Scale I: the frequency witﬁiyhich network members perform daily

. maintenance tasks (e.g. meal preparation, supervision, putting

the child to bed),, on a scale from 'daily‘ to "never";

‘Scale II: the frequency with which network members performed

maintenance tasks which are not generally required on a dailiy
basis, such as - shopping for 'supplies, or tnaqsportation"to
extracurriculaf activities .(on a scale from "always® to 'never');
Scale 11l (adapted ‘f:bn‘Saundets, 1977): ‘the frequency with
which the target child w;uld'tu;n to each network member for
nurturance or emotional support under different citcumstéhces -
e.g., to talk gb;ut problems or fears (on a scalg- from "always"”

' &
to "never®);

Scale 1IV: the frequency with which network members engaged in

recreationgl ggtivitiés wiﬁh"the cﬁild - e.g,, playing games,
reading books, Eor going out to eat (on a scale from "daily” to
"never”). )

Mothers are also asked to ifdicate the frequency with which
network members disciplined the child, as well as the
disciplinary techniques which each network member would employ
under different circumstances - e.g., _1f the child broke an
object or- repeatedly disobeyed a request. K The disciplina:y
6ptions inc2uded spanking, yelling, letting it go, repoving a
privileqs, and reasoning. Pinally, mothers are asked to make a
global rating (on a scale of one to seven) of the closeness of

the child's relationship with each network member. Means and

standard deviations of the scale scores are presented in Table 1.



The child's interview is comprised of open-ended questioné.
covering the various functions of the childs social network. The
e children‘'s -15terview data were analysed in terms of scales which
vere conceptually related to those of the mother's interview.
" While many of the items on both interviews were the same, the
child's version would be phrased in a open-ended fashion. Thus,
the = child would be askea, "Who puts you to bed?® The "mother
Qould be asked to indicate how often each network member she
mentioned 'would put the éﬁild to bed. Thus, in the children's
,éata, scale scores were not available for each ‘1ndividual, as '’
they wére'fron'the mother's interview data. Thé followinq,scalee
were derived from the children's data-
uain;gnnngg Scale: Childten were asked to name the people who
" performed several daily tasks - making breakfast and supper,
Itaking the child to and from school, supervising the child after
A school, bathing the child, and putting him or her to béd. The
number of mentions for each person comprised,,tbe) maintenance
scale score. . _ ' f ,
Nurturance Scale: The children were asked to name the people)to
wﬁom they would‘ turn for nurturance and emotional support in
different situations, with the number of mentions comprising the
network member's nurturance scale score. |
Recreation Scale: Children were asked to rate the frequency with
which each adult, non-parental network membee-pgrformed various

activities - e.g., reading books, playing games, and taking on
outing;T\ (The child was first asked whether a given network

ER&C
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member ever engaged in each activity; if the child. said yes, she
or he was asked to say whether the network membe} did it "a lot",
"sometimes®, or "a little bit".)

The means and standard deviations of the children's scale scores

Ean be found in Table 1.



Reliability of the scales
Internal consistency of the scales. Both the .maternal and
child scales exhibiteq/h high degree of internal consistency, as
measured by Cronbach's alpha (Cronbach, 1951). . (See Table 2)
Conaistency of zsngi:ina over time. »Coﬁbarisons were made
begyeeﬁ the mother's. ratings of each ‘network member on two
; occasions. The pilot ganple{ included a total of 79 aetwork
members. Maternal reports were very stable frourwime 1_to‘ Time
2, as can be seen in Thblg 3. In terms of the disciplinary
techniques used, conparisob'of the two maternal reports of the
use of the five different at%ategieg by netwérk members ylelded a’
contingency coefficignt of QBS. .\

Comparison of the children's scale scores,atlrlme 1 ang Time
2 also indicates considerablq stayility in reporting (see Table
3). :

Comparison Of maternal and child xsports -

The sample of 6@ families had a total of 854 network
members. Comparison of ratings made by mothers and chil@ten will .
utilize the total number of network membe;s on whom there are
complete data for each scale. ”

Intercorrelations of scale scores. Tab’ = 4' shows the
correlations between mothe:z's and child's reports concerning the
performance of the various support functions by network members.

(Discipline ls not included as children were not asked to provide

. N ; -
' ' ;
: Q - _l .
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information on this £unct1qn.) The correspondence between
maternal and child reports with regard to maintenance is high,
because, according to both the mothers and the children, it is
generally mothers and fathers who perform this function; . The
other functions are performed Ly a broader” range of people;~*aﬁd
thus there is greater pessibility for disaéreemehé. There is
leo greater similatity of items between the two maintenance and
nurturance scales, with less overlap for the two recreation
sca{es, vhich may account for the lower correlation between the ‘
latter., .
. Comparison of specific items from the scales. We' can
compare the Qotﬂer aﬁd cﬁild':eporta on two spééific recreation
items - playing games ;;hd reading storiés; An analyris of
variance was performed using the cpild's r;ging of "never®, "a
little bit”", "someétimes”™ and "a lot* as theyfpdependent variable,_
and the mother's frequency rating as the dgpendent variable. For
bofh items there were significant differenceé,between’the means
[F(3,427) = 8.40 for g;nes: F(3,427) -.Zi.si.for_reading, p<.081
in both cases]. Post hoélcouparisons 1ndicate'tha£ it was the
group rated "never" which was different from the other groups.,
In other words, children could draw the distinction between
people who never did something versus people whp ever did it, but
) may have difficulty distinguishing between "a 1lot", “sometimes"
and "a little bit". .
Maternal and chila reports vere compared on specific items

which comprised the maintenance and nurturance scales. Tables 5

o 11
ERIC
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'i‘ ,.,.;” B T . | - N s L;
and 6 show the ‘'numbers of people named by the children as
performing various maintenance and nurturance tasks, .es a-

>function of the nothets' ratings of thelt _task performance.
These data 111ustzate that while there 15 not perfect agreement
between ‘mothers and child:en, children were more 1likely té’
mention people whom the mother }ated as perfogning a task more
ftequently. If we dichotomize the maternal report dete: -into
netwo:k members who were said never to perform a cettain task |

s

versus those who ever performed that task, we can see that there
is ;nod:'agreement between mothers and 'bhildrﬁn_ as to the
performance-of maintenance and nurturance tasks (see Tables 5 and
6). For example, of the 98 peopie named by the children as those
who pnt them to bed, ‘91 (or 93%) were rated by the mothers as
ever petfon;ing this task. Only in seven instances did children
name people whom the mother said never ‘performed-this task.
Comparigon of conceptually xslﬂtﬂd items. As a futéher test
‘'of the correspondence between mother' s and child's reports, a
number of conceptually related items were conpafed. Hothere‘Jere
asked to rfate, on a scale from one to seven, _the closeness of
each network member's rrlat.onship with the target child. Tnis.
closeness reting was correlated .39 Qith the children‘e
meintenanc; scale, .43 with the children's ne}turance scale,
and .25 with the children's recreation scale (all coitelations
are signifipanﬁ' at p<.891). These correlations indicate that
individuals rated by the mother as-closer to the child were also

?
perceived as more supportive by the child.

[R&C o 12 S0 ‘e
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Similarly, comparing the individuals named by the child as

people with whom they had a special relationship to all network

members not so named, the former group received higher nurturapce
and recreation ratings by the mother than did the latter group
(see Table 7). '

13
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Discussion -

The data presented suggest that mothers can be interviewed
reliably about the support provided by the members :°f their
children's social networks. While the reliability coefficients
from the children’s interview data are lower than those of the
mother's, nonetheless there was a fair amount of stability across
time. There was also a considerable degree of co:respondehce'
between mothers #nd children's reports regarding the support
provided by network members, 1h comparing both conceptually
related items as well as items tapping the same content.

The use of frequency rating scales with preschoolers seems
questionable, since children of this age are unlikely to have a
concept of frequency that is not idiosyncratic. A grandparent
may take the child out once or twice a week, but this may be

~ perceived as "a little bit" by the child. However, preschoolers

“d

do seem able to feport about the people who do or do not perform
various support functions.

The dég:ee of stability and inter-rater agreement which were
attained suggest that these mcasures can be useful in assessing
children’s social networks. The next stage of analysis will
examine the demographic correlates of such networks, as well as
\» the relationship between network characteristics and children's

behavior.

ERIC | 14 :
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Table {

~

Means and Standard Deviations of the Support Scale Scores

Scale 1 (daily maintenance) 1.56 1.15
Scale II (occasional maintenance) 10.54 7.21
Scale III (nurturance) . 16.28 8.50
Scale IV (recreation) 18.48 9.34

4

Maintenance .59 1.49

Nurturance : .95 1.92

Recreation 9.38 4.58
17
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Table 2

Internal Consistency of Maternal and Child Support Scales

{

)

Mother's Scales . alpha
Scale I (daily maintenance) ‘. . .96
Scale II (occasional maintenance) .94
Scale III (nurturance) .95
Scale 1V (recreation) .91

) Children's Scales

'~ Maintenance . .92 .
Nurturance : ' .85

{
;"g /‘

Rgcreatipn | .78

18
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’ ' Table 3

Stability of Maternal and Child Reports Over Time

. \ ) ot "
Scale I (daily maintenance) i .98 -ihb. ’
Scale II (occasional maintenance) ’ : » 83 .
Scale III (nurturance) .91
Scale IV {(recreation) : .98
Frequency of discipline ' .87

~~ . cChildren's Scales ‘ *
{ "
Majintenance ! -48
Nurturance 57
Recreation . \ 76

Note. p<.881 for all coefficients.

19
ERIC
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v P Table 4

Intercorrelations between maternal and child scale scores

'

d
. Maintenance (n = 825) ‘ .89
' . Nurturance (n = 792) ‘ .54 . /
Recreation (n = 4262) .30

8 This nunbe& includes only adult, non-parental network members, about
whom children were asked the recreation questions.

Note. p<.!91 for all correlations.

ER&C
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Table 5 !

¥
)

Number of people mentioned by children on maintenance scale items
as a function of maternal ftequency ratings

“ v -
.

N | Number of people nentioned-by child as involved in task

| Hatetnil frequéncy give take to pick up supetvise give bathe put to
~ rating of task . breakfast school from after ' supper bed F
- performance school school ° ’ -

Never 5 19 14 19 6 9 7
Once a month or . 1l 1l 3 1 g 6 l
less ‘ .
2 to 3 times a 2 : 5 2 1’ 1 5 4
month
l to 2 times a 12 26 27 18 12 39 21
week
4 to 5 times a 39 9 7 25 18 18 31
week
-daily . 25 20 18 28 37 21 34
_____ s e o Y 2 o o o - S - e S S S R —— —— — O = — — — — ——— - - - - -~ -

Maternal report of breakfast to school from school after supper bath bed
task performance school

1. - Ever 78 61 57 73 68 80 91
-------------------------------------------- ‘ D R G SIS TP CED e CEF tup S SEE My D S GuF NE R cll GEb S ans Gl SR Guy SR GHD SRS GED G G S8 GUR NN G QI G GED I e N B

5 .19 14 19 6 9 7
never (6.78)  (14.1)  (19.7) (20,7) (8.1) (18.1) (7.1)




Table 6

. Number of people mentioned on nurturance scale items -
as a function of maternal frequency ratipgs

Number of people mentioned by child for each item

Maternal frequency. tell good tell about tell about be with be with talk about talk abo;

ratings news good product fight _ vhen sad when problems important
' ¥ wvith friend afraid things
Never s R 22 14 u 7
Rarely ° 2 8 r 6§ 5 7 2
Sometimes s 8 s 3 s 18 9
Often 23 26 15 12 17 17 25
. wever . s8  s8 T8z 3 28 4

Number of people mentioned by child

Maternal report of tell good tell about  tell about be with be with talk about talk about
task performance news good product fight with when sad when problems important
friend afraid thing

Ever ) 81 84 49 48 67 67 . ' 81
(94.2%) (95.5) (87.5) (68.6) (87.8) (85.9) (92.8)

Never 5 4 7 22 10 11 7
(5.8%) (4.5) (12.5) (31.4) (13.9) (14.1) (8.8)

23 24
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; . . .
M&ternal scale scores of network members named by children
as special relationships
| - . ’
Maternal Scale Scores ; * special relationahips all other significance
. (n = 62) network members
‘ . (n = 67!) | 4
i Scale I (daily maintenance) 1.39 . 1.28 ; ;.s.
Scale II (occasional maintenance) 9.06 . 8.28 N.B, &
Scale III (nurturance) . o 13.34 “9.99 - p<.85
Scale IV (recreation) : 14.18 9.83 p<.8l
; T
!
\ o5 , 26
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