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FLANAGAN, CONSTANCE A. Change in Family Work Status: Effects on Parent-Adolescent Decision
Making. CHILD DEVEIJOPMENT, 1990, 61, 163-177. The interactions of parenfeil work status, femily
integration, and sex of child on parent-adolescent decision making were examined in a 4-wave study
of 504 adolescents and their mothers. 3 work status groups were compared. Deprived femilies
reported a layofF or demotion at Time 1 and no recovery by Time 4. Recovery &milies reported
similar work status losses at Time 1 and reemployment hy Time 4. Nondeprived families reported
stable employment at both times. Adolescents in deprived households, especially boys, reported the
highest conflict with parents. Adolescents in recovery families reported high conflict when parents
were unemployed, but levels declined when parents were reemployed. According to mothers,
daughters in deprived households enjoyed the highest level of autonomy of any adolescent group.

Unemployment rates and economic dis-
tress during the early 1980s reached levels
unknown since the Great Depression. Plant
closings, layoffs, contract concessions, and de-
motions are facts of life for many contempo-
rary parents, but we know litde about their
implications for family life or children's de-
velopment. The nature of these implications
are suggested by a substantial body of work
from the Great Depression.

These studies showed that unemploy-
ment sharply increased the financial and role
strains of parents and undermined the school
achievement and health of children (Angell,
1936; Bakke, 1940; Cavan & Ranck, 1938; El-
der, 1974; Komarovsky, 1940). The degree of
disruption and hardship that families experi-
enced was not uniform but depended in large
part on characteristics of the family unit and
its members. In particular, family integration,
or the unity and mutual support characteristic
of families, and family adaptation, or the flexi-
bility shown by members, were resources that
enabled families to pull together during hard
times (Angell, 1936; Bakke, 1940; Gavan &
Ranck, 1938; Komarovsky, 1940). In addition,
the effects of the Depression on children de-
pended on individual differences, such as the
child's age and sex, and on the competing

tasks and opportunities of individual develop-
ment (Elder, 1974; Elder, Van Nguyen, &
Gaspi, 1985).

This study examines the eflFects of par-
ents' changing work status on family decision
making in a sample of contemporary parents
and their young adolescents. My thesis is that
a decline in parents' work status places pres-
sures on the parent role and diminishes par-
enting capacities. Experimental work has
shown that mental preoccupations cause par-
ents to become more peremptory and less re-
sponsive to their children (Zussman, 1980).
Financial hardship has similar effects on par-
enting capacities. In families that are coping
with a farm or a job loss, discipline of children
and adolescents tends to be arbitrary, incon-
sistent, and nonnurturant (Elder et al., 1985;
Harold-Goldsmith, Radin, & Eccles, 1988;
Komarovsky, 1940; Lempers, Clark-Lempers,
& Simon, 1989). In Une with this work, a loss
of family work status was expected to strain
parent-adolescent authority relations.

Early Adolescence and the Transition in
Parent-Child Authority Relations

Early adolescence is a transition time in
the parent-child authority relationship as chil-
dren assume more independence in decision
making (Grotevant & Cooper, 1986; Mon-
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temayor, 1983; Yee & Flanagan, 1985). Al-
though femilies generally experience litde
stress during this period, one would expect
more tensions between parents and adoles-
cents over authority and independence issues
when parents are preoccupied with issues of
family welfare. Sheldon and Fox (1983), for
example, found that unemployed parents
were more autocratic than employed parents
and were less likely to consult their adoles-
cents about femily issues. Thus, adolescents
are likely to experience less autonomy and
more conflict when parents lose their jobs or
are demoted.

Moderators of Stress
Psychological resources within the fam-

ily.—As noted earlier, studies from the Creat
Depression showed that a family's ability to
cope with financial hardship is not uniform
but depends on family system s t ren^s . Con-
sistent with family stress theory (McCubbin
et al., 1980; McCubbin & Patterson, 1982; Ol-
son et al., 1983) and with research on eco-
nomic dislocation and family life (Angell,
1936), social integration should help to mod-
erate the impact of a stressor on fknily rela-
tions. Thus, financial hardship should be
associated with greater strain on parent-
adolescent relations in poorly integrated
when compared to well-integrated femilies.

Sex differences.—The accentuation prin-
ciple, discussed by Elder and Caspi (1988),
refers to a process in which stress intensifies
die distinguishing characteristics of individ-
uals and relationships. For example, Cavan
and Ranck (1938) found that financial hard-
ship caused poorly integrated families to be-
come increasingly disorganized and well-
inte^ated families to draw even closer. Based
on this principle, we expected sex differences
in adolescents' perceptions of authority rela-
tions to be intensified by the parents' job loss
or demotion. Several stiwiies have docu-
mented a sex difference in the early adoles-
cent's perceptions of autonomy and conflict in
family decision making. Whereas girls report
mOTe emotional autonomy and self-reliance
than boys (Steinberg & Silverberg, 1986),
boys tend to be more preoccupied witii estab-
lishing their independence from parental con-
trol (Douvan & Adelson, 1966). If, under nor-
mal conditions, boys express more conflict
widi parents over rules, then, according to the
accentuation principle, there is good reason to
expect that flnanci^ hardship will exacerbate
this tension.

Conversely, since job loss places a strain
on the marital relationship (Atkinson, Liem,

& Liem, 1986; Liem & Liem, 1989; Perrucci,
Targ, Perrucci, & Targ, 1987), girls who re-
port more self-reliance under normal circum-
stances may be granted even greater indepen-
dence and may be encour^ed to t ^ e on a
more mature role in the household. Several
studies have shown, for example, thsU: stress
in the single-parent family may increase a
dau^ter's domestic involvement and role as
confidante vis-i-vis her mother (Fox & Inazu,
1982; Weiss, 1976). In short, an interaction
between the adolescent's sex and the family's
work status on adolescent conflict and auton-
omy was expected. Among the deprived
families, boys should experience more con-
flict with parents and girls more autonomy
liian their peers in the other family work
status groups.

The Compensatory Effects of
Reem^oyment

The effects of economic change on chil-
dren have been studied by comparing fami-
lies who have lost a substential percentsage of
their income witih those who have not (Elder
et al., 1985; Silbereisen, Walper, & Albrecht,
in press) or by comparing families who have
lost, gained, or had no family income chsmges
(Galambos & Silbereisen, 1987a). The present
investigation focuses on employment as a
transition rather than as a state of tlie family
economy.

Individuals experience different patterns
of layo£fe, demotions, and rehirings durii^
times of economic flux (Bluestone & H^ri-
son, 1982). If parental job loss negatively af-
fects family functioning, then returning to
work should compensirte for this initial up-
heaval and retum a measure of stability to
family life. A compensatory effect of reem-
ployment on marital relationships and indi-
vidual meirtal heditfi has been demonstrated
in other longitudinal work (Addnson et al.,
1^6; Kessler, Turner, & House, 1989; Liem
& Uero, 19B9). This research has shown a de-
crease in men's perceptions of familial sup-
port and an increase in psychological symp-
toms after a layofF, patterns which reverse for
men who become reemployed but get worse
for those who remain unemployed.

In the present study, a similar compensa-
tory efifect of reemployment was expected on
parent-adolescent relations. By studying pat-
tems of economic trwisitions in families over
a 2-year period, we identified tfiree categories
of femily work statas: a job loss or demotion
with no recovery (the deprived group), a loss
or demotion followed by reemployment (the
recovery group), and continuous employment
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(the nondeprived group). The eflFects of a fam-
ily's work status on parent-adolescent deci-
sion making were examined across this same
period. If parents' job loss disrupts their abil-
ity to respond to the developmental demands
of dieir adolescents, then the deprived and
recovery groups should report similar levels
of conflict and autonomy at the time when
both groups report a loss of work status. Dif-
ferences between these groups should appear
when the recovery group has regained their
former status.

In summary, the hypotheses examined in
this study are: (1) A parent's job loss or demo-
tion will engender higher levels of parent-
adolescent conflict and lower levels of adoles-
cent autonomy. (2) Family integration will be
associated with less parent-adolescent conflict
and more autonomy. In addition, femily inte-
gration will moderate the negative effects of
deprivation on decision making. Among the
deprived families, highly integrated ones will
have lower levels of parent-adolesceut con-
flict and h i ^ e r adolescent autonomy than
families with low integration scores. (3) Boys
will report more conflict and girls more auton-
omy in family decision making. These sex
differences will be intensified in deprived
femilies. In addition, boys in deprived fami-
lies should experience more confiict and girls
more autonomy than their same-sex peers in
other work status groups. (4) The recovery
group will show a decrease over time in the
level of parent-adolescent conflict and an in-
crease in adoleseent autonomy. Time of mea-
surement was not expected to affect parent-
adolescent decision-making practices in the
deprived or nondeprived families since their
work status remains the same.

Method
Sample

A subset of cases was selected from a 2-
year, four wave panel study (the Transitions
at Early Adolescence Pioject) investigating
the effects of normative environmental transi-
tions (e.g., the move to junior high school) and
nonnormative changes (e.g., divorce) on. early
adolescent adaptation. The study was con-
ducted in 12 working- and middle-class com-
munities where auto and auto-related manu-
facturing are the main industries. Layoff and
plant shutdowns were common events in
these communities, as evidenced by ofiBcial
unemployment statistics that ranged between
7.9% and 21%.

The study includes all families with re-
ports from mother and adolescent at all four
waves and no evidence of a member's promo-

tion at Wave 1. Comparisons of families with
promoted workers with the deprived and non-
deprived femilies at Wave 1 revealed that the
premoted group had significantly higher in-
come and parental education than the other
two groups. In addition, there were more ex-
ecutives, managers, and professionals in the
promoted category. Since the purpose of the
study was to assess the effects of job loss and
reemployment on family precesses, employed
workers and their families were included as
a comparison group. The promoted workers
and their femilies were not considered to be
an appropriate comparison group since they
had significantly more finaucial and educa-
tional resources than the others.

Mean age of the adolescents at Wave 1
was 11-5. More than 97% of the families were
Caucasian, approximately 2% were African-
American, and 1% were other minorities. Av-
erage family size was 2.6 children. Parents, on
average, had 1 or more years of academic
or technical education beyond high school.
Twenty-two percent of the mothers worked
fiill time and another 29% worked part time.
Eighty-three pereent were two-parent mar-
ried families, another 6% remarried, and 11%
were single-parent, mother-headed families.
Most fathers were employed in manual labor,
sales, and service and working mothers were
employed mainly in clerical, teaching, and
service occupations (U. S. Department of
Commerce, 1980). A description of the sam-
ple by categories of family work status is pro-
vided in Table 1.

Of the 1,203 femilies that met the criteria
for this study at Wave 1, 504 (42%) were fi-
nally included. Using Wave 1 data, we com-
pared these sample families with those who
dropped out (see Table 2). Among families
who reported a status loss at Wave 1, there
were two marginally significant diflferences {p
= .06). Families who dropped out of the
study had lower income and higher confiict
scores, as reported by modiers, when com-
pared to families who remained. Among the
nondeprived femilies, the cases that dropped
out had significandy lower ineome and parent
education (p = .01) than those cases that re-
mained. There was also a higher proportion of
full-time working modiers, single-parent and
remarried families, and minority families in
both categories of family work status that
dropped out of the study. In short, the sample
families had more financial and educational
resources and, possibly, fewer constraints on
their time than the families who dropped out.
The implications of attrition for interpreting
results are delineated in the discussion.
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TABLE 1

CHARACTERISTICS OF THREE FAMILY WORK STATUS GROUPS

FAMILY WORK STATUS

Deprived Nondeprived Recovery

(N = 66) (iV = 330) (N = 108)

CHARACTERISTICS M SD M SD M SD

Parents' education' 3.39^ 1.50 3.94 1-33 3.58^ .96
Family income'' 2.71^ 1.30 3.88(, 1.13 3.39^ .96
Number of children 2.62 1.12 2,70 1.16 2.59 1.15
Race:

Caucasian (%) 95.4 98.2 97.2
Afro-American (%) 1.5 .9 2.8
Other minorities (%) 3.1 .9 0

Marital status:
Married (%) 75.8 82.1 88.0
Remarried (%) 4.5 6.1 5.6
Single parent (%) 19.7 11.8 6.4

Mother's employment:
Employed full time (%) 18.5 21.5 28.0
Employed part time (%) 32.3 30,5 23.4
Homemaker full time (%) 49.2 48.0 48.6

NOTE.—Means with different subscripts difTer significantly at p < .05,
•Response Options; 1 = grade school; 2 = some high school; 3 = high school completed; 4 = some college/

technical; 5 = B.A,; 6 = some graduate school; 7 = M.A,; 8 = Ph.Dyprofessional,
** Scale («10,000 increments): 1 (under 810,000) to 5 (over $40,000).

Procedure
The Transitions study was described to

sixth graders in their respective classrooms
(spring 1983), and they were asked to carry
permission letters to their parents. In the fall
and spring of 1983 and 1984, questionnaires
were group administered to the adolescents
in their classrooms, and parents were mailed
questionnaires with return-postage envelopes
for completion in their homes. Follow-up
contacts included postcards and phone calls
to parents.

Independent Measures
Family work status.—Work status in this

study represents a phenomenon of the family
economy. Either or both parents could have
been involuntarily laid o£F or demoted since
such changes would be viewed as a disrup-
tion of the family's customary standards and a
loss of dieir financial resources (Elder &
Caspi, 1989; Moen, Kain, & Elder, 1983).

We measured family work status by com-
paring the mother's reports at Time 1 and
Time 4 to the following question: "During
the last 2 years, has your family experienced
any of the following: a permanent layoff, a
temporary layoff (how many months), a job
demotion, or a rehiring?" Since the length of
the study was 2 years, comparing Time 1 with
Time 4 answers yielded three categories of
change in the family's work status:

1. The deprived group included families
with members who reported a layoff or demo-
tion at both times of measure (N = 66). Ten
families reported a temporary layoff at Time 1
and again at Time 4. Thirty femilies were
downwardly mobile, reporting both a layoff
and a demotion during the study, and 26
families reported a permanent layoff at both
times.

2. The nondeprived group were families
who reported no layoffs or demotions at either
time of measure (N = 330).

3. The recovery group included families
who reported a layoff or demotion at Time 1
but were reemployed at jobs that did not
reflect a loss of status during the 2 years of the
study (N = 108). At Time 1, 54 of these
families reported a temporary layoff, 31 re-
ported a demotion, and 23 reported a perma-
nent layoff. It is important to note that reem-
ployment for this group does not reflect a loss
of status. A sizable body of literature has dem-
onstrated diatreempJoymentaiferlayo£fe very
often means a demotion in status (Harrison &
Bluestone, 1988; Sheak, 1988) and a financial
loss that strains family relations (Perrucci et
al., 1987). To be included in the recovery cat-
egory, mothers had to answer that no demo-
tions or job losses had occurred during the 2
years of the study.



Constance A. Flanagan 167

TABLE 2

COMPARISON OF 504 STUDY CASES WITH 699 DROPOUT CASES BY WAVE 1 FAMILY WORK STATUS

MEASURES

Status

Remain
{N = 174)

M SD

WAVE 1 FAMILY WORK STATUS

Loss

Drop Out
(N = 274)

M SD

No Status

Remain
(N = 330)

M SD

Loss

Drop
(JV =

M

Out
425)

SD

Parents'education" 3.51 1.08 3.44 ,98 3.94 1.15 3.70 1.16*
Family income'' 3.14 1.16 2,91 1.24 3.88 1.13 3.65 1.25*
Number of children 2,60 1.14 2.74 1.10 2.70 1.16 2.78 1.29
Financial worry;

Adolescent's report 3.06 .96 3,17 1.03 2.71 1.04 2.84 1.00
Mother's report 3.23 1.01 3.42 1.04 2.62 1.01 2.70 1.07

Parent-adolescent conflict;
Adolescent's report 2.05 .67 2.10 .67 1.98 ,61 2.01 .63
Mother's report 1.99 .40 2.07 ,45 2.01 .40 2.05 ,44

Race;
Caucasian (%) 96.5 89.6 98.2 90.6**
Afro-American (%) 2.3 5,9 .9 4,8
Other minorities (%) L.2 4.4 ,9 4.6

Marital status;
Married (%) 83.3 66.5** 82.1 71.6*
Remarried (%) 5.2 14.3 6.1 9.5
Single parent (%) 11.5 19.2 11.8 18.9

Mother's employment status:
Employed full time (%) 24.4 39,4* 21.5 32.9**
Employed part time (%) . . . . 26,7 23.0 30.5 21.9
Homemaker full time ( % ) . . . 48.8 37,5 48.0 45.2

* Response options; 1 = grade school; 2 = some high school; 3 = high school; 4 = some college/technical; 5
B.A.; 6 = some graduate school; 7 = M.A.; 8 - Ph,D./professional,

*' Scale ($10,000 increments): 1 (under $10,000) to 5 (over $40,000).
* p < .01.
** p < ,001.

Parents were asked to focus on a 2-year
time frame for several reasons. First, the im-
plications of economic dislocation for families
may not occur with the loss of a parent's job
but rather during the subsequent adjustment
period. Second, literature on the effects of
other family-system changes (e.g., divorce)
shows a disruption of parenting over a period
of approximately 2 years, during which time
family members gradually adjust to tfieir new
circumstances (Hetherington, Cox, & Cox,
1982). It is likely that reemployment occurred
at different times during this 2-year period;
however, the recovery group was not suf-
ficiently large to test for the efFects of spe-
cific moments of reemployment on parent-
adolescent relations.

Although we do not know which family
member was laid off or demoted, several indi-
cators suggest that, in general, fathers experi-
enced the dislocations. None of the families
who reported a loss of status at Wave 1 had
children who were old enough to be working.

Approximately half of the sample mothers
listed "homemaker" as their occupation, and
another 29% were employed part time.

Family integration.—Mothers were
asked at the fourth wave to respond to seven
items that measured the degree to which fam-
ily members acted as an organized unit, were
open to change, and were supportive of one
another. The items were drawn from the
Family Adaptability and Cohesion Evalua-
tion Scales (FACES II) (Olson, Portner, &
Bell, 1982) and the Family Environment
Scale (Moos & Insel, 1974). Internal consis-
tency (Cronbach's alpha) for this measure was
.86. An average of these seven items was used
as the measure of femily integration, with a
high score indicating high integration.

Average parent education.—The fami-
ly's social class position as indexed by the av-
erage of mother's and father's educational
level assessed at Wave 1 was used as a
covariate in the analyses. Unlike family in-
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come, which is confounded with work-related
changes, parents' educational level exists
prior to such changes and therefore can be
interpreted as unidirectional in its effects
(Bronfenbrenner, 1986).

Dependent Variables
Adolescents' perceptions of family deci-

sion making.—Adoiescents' perceptions of
family decision making were measured with
six items from a modified version of Epstein
and McPartland's (1977) Family Decision-
MfUdng Scale (FDM), reported to have an
internal consistency of .71 (Epstein & Mc-
Pardand, 1977), and one original item. The
validity of diis measure has been established
by its relation to children's independence and
attitudes toward school (Epstein, 1983).

The response format of the original FDM
scale was modified from a two-point to a four-
point Likert scale in order to capture broader
variation in decision-making practices. In ad-
dition, one original item was added at Wave 2
to capture broader variation in the social-
ization of independent thinking. The items
target the adolescent's relationship with both
parents rather than with only his or her
mother or father.

A principal components analysis of these
seven items yielded two fectors with eigen-
values greater than 1, accounting for 50.8% of
the variance. These fectors were rotated using
an oblique rotation because there was no rea-
son to assume that the factors would be uncor-
related. The four items loading on the first
factor. Adolescents' Perceptions of' Parent-
Adolescent Conflict, are die childs' reports
that they fi^t with their parents about rules,
that parents worry about what diey are up to,
treat them "like kids," and feil to explain rea-
sons for rules. The three items loading on the
second factor. Adolescents' Perceptions of
Autonomy, are adolescents' reports that they
often participate in femily decisions, diat par-
ents trust them, and that they encourage them
to think independently. Composites for these
two ^ to r s were created by taking the mean
of the item scores. Cronbach's alpha was cal-
culaied at two diflferent waves as an index of
the internal consistency of each composite.
Values were .68 and .71 fbr die conflict mea-
sure and .62 and .62 for the autonomy mea-
sure. The validity of these revised FDM
measures has been established by their rela-

tion to the adolescent's independence and in-
trinsic motivation at school and to his or her
self-consciousness and self-esteem (Flanagan,
1989; Yee & Flanagan, 1985).

Mothers' perceptions of family decision
making.—The original FDM scale was devel-
oped for use with adolescents. Based on these
measures, parallel items (with some minor
changes in item wording) were constructed
for parents. These were used to measure the
mother's perception of her decision-making
practices widi the target adolescent. A prin-
cipal components analysis of these seven
parent items yielded two factors with eigen-
values ^eater dian 1, accounting for 56.9% of
the variance. These fectors were rotted using
an oblique rotation since there was no reason
to assume that the factors would be uncor-
related.

The factor solution for mothers differed
from that for adolescents. The item tailing a
lack of reasoning about rules did not load
above .30 on eidier of the factors and was
therefore dropped. The item meMuring die
extent to which a mother trusts her adolescent
loaded negatively on the first fector ^ld posi-
tively on the second factor. The decision to
include diis item in the first factor was based
on its stronger loading on that factor. The
three items loading on the first factor,
Mothers' Perceptions of Parent-Adolescent
CoT^ict, are the mother's report daat she and
her adolescent often fight about rules, that she
worries about what her child is up to, and that
she feels she cannot trust her adolescent The
tihree itmns in the second fector, Mothers' Per-
ceptions of Adolescent Autonomy, are die
modier's reports Aat she encotirages inde-
pendent thinking, treats her child in a mature
way, and diat her adolescent frequentiy par-
ticipates in femily decisions. Cmnposites for
these two fectors were created by taking tiie
mean of the item scores. Hw coe&cient alpha
values were .54 and .63 for die conflict mea-
sure and .57 and 6̂3 for the autonomy mea-
sure for mothers.^ The validity (rf the parent
measures h ^ been established based on die
correlation between mother's and Beer's re-
port of confUct with their ^lolescent and on
the relation between the parent's report of
conflict and autoiKsny and dieir assessments
of the adolescent's personality characteristics
(Flanagan, 1986).

^ The correlation between Waves 3 and 4 (taken 6 months apart) was .57 for the conflict
measure and .53 for the autonomy measure for the. adolescent sample and .62 and ,51 for the
mothers' reports of conflict and autonomy, respectively. pCTceptions of femily decision making were
not expected to remain stable over this 6-month period.



Similar fector names were retained for
mothers and adolescents for clarity of presen-
tation and because the diflferent factor solu-
tions reflect the mother's or the adolescent's
assessments of family practices from their
unique position in the decision-making rela-
tionship. From the adolescent's point of view,
fighting with parents about rules and feeling
that parents do not explain their mles are con-
sistent perceptions. In contrast, mothers who
fight with their adolescents about rules feel
that their rules are reasonable, but they tend
to mistrust their children.

Items comprising the confiict measure for
adolescents and mothers were measured at
each of the four waves. However, only two
items in the autonomy measure reported by
mothers and adolescents were measured at
Wave 1. Therefore, analysis of the second fac-
tor was limited to Waves 2-4.

Results

Four repeated-measures analyses of
covarianee were conducted. The between-
subjects factors in each analysis were the fam-
ily's work status (deprived, nondeprived, or
recovery), femily integration (high, low), and
sex of child. Parents' average education was
used as the covariate, and time of measure-
ment (Waves 2-4 for the autonomy measures
and 1-4 for the confiict measures) was the
within-subjects factor.

In order to examine interactions, univari-
ate simple effects tests (ANCOVAs) were per-
formed. A significance level of .05 was used
in these analyses. The Results section is orga-
nized by dependent measure. For each de-
pendent measure, adolescents' perceptions
are discussed first, followed by the mothers'.
The results of the repeated-measures tests are
followed by discussions of the simple effects
tests.

Parent Education
The analysis of variance indicated a sig-

nificant association between parents' mean
education and the family's work status,
F (2,502) = 8.88, p = .0002. On a scale of 1 to
8, the mean levels of parent education were
3.39 (SD = 1.50), 3.58 (SD = .96), and 3.94
(SD = 1.33), respectively, for the deprived,
recovery, and nondeprived groups. Post hoc
comparisons using Scheff6 contrasts indicated
that parents' average education was signifi-
cantly higher among the nondeprived fami-
lies than either of the other groups.

Family Integration
A two-level categorization of families

based on a median split of the sample yielded
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246 families (48.8%) with high integration
scores aud 258 (51.2%) widi low scores. The
analysis of variance indicated uo significant
association of family work status with level of
femily integration, F(2,502) = 1.63, p = .20.

Parent-Adolescent Conflict
Adolescent perceptions.—As the results

in Table 3 show, there was a main effect of
sex of adolescent and an interaction of sex
with work status and with family integration
on adolescent's perceptions of confiict. In ad-
dition, as predicted, there was an interaction
of time of measurement with family work
status; the effect of this status on parent-
adolescent confiict depends on the time of
measurement (see Fig. 1).

Simple effects tests revealed that, while
there were no differences between groups at
Time 1 or 2, at Time 3 the difference between
the deprived (M = 2.19, SD = .68, Adj. M =
2.17) aud recovery (M = 1.88, SD = .58, Adj.
M = 1.86) groups was significant, F(l,498) =
10.71, p = .001. Adolescents in nondeprived
families reported more confiict (M = 2.02, SD
= .60, Adj. M = 2.02) dian die recovery,
F(l,498) = 5.64, p = .02, and less dian die
deprived group, F(l,498) = 3.28, p = .07, at
this time. There were no significant diflfer-
ences between family work status groups at
the fourth time of measurement. Confiict
among adolescents in deprived households
declined slighdy between Time 3 and 4 (M =

2.03, SD = .66), while that of die recovery (M
= 1.92, SD = .62) and nondeprived (M =
2.04, SD = .64) groups remained the same.

Although the exact times when parents
were laid off or regained jobs cannot be deter-
mined, two things are clear. First, at Time 1
both the deprived and recovery families re-
ported a loss of status, and there were no dif-
ferences in levels of confiict at that time. Sec-
ond, during the 2 years of the study, one
group of parents were reemployed, and their
adolescents' reports of confiict declined sig-
nificandy during those 2 years (i.e., there is an
eflfect of time for the group who returns to
work, F [3,312] = 4.65, p = .003), whereas no
significant declines were found among the
deprived or nondeprived groups (i.e., the ef-
fects of time within each of these groups were
not significant).

The repeated-measures test also showed,
as expected, a main effect of child sex and a
significant interaction of family work status
with child sex on adolescents' perceptions of
conflict. As the results of the simple effects
test in Table 4 indicate, a loss of family work
status affected adolescent boys' perceptions of



TABLE 3

F STATISTICS FOR THE EFFECTS OF FAMILY INTEGRATION, FAMILY WORK STATUS,
CHILD SEX, AND TIME OF MEASUREMENT ON ADOLESCENTS' AND

MOTHERS' PERCEPTIONS OF CONFLICT

PERCEPTIONS OF
PARENT-ADOLESCENT CONFLICT

Adolescents' Mothers'
df Perceptions Perceptions

Between-subjects effects;
Family integration 1 3.69 12.92***
Family work status 2 1.76 3.34*
Child sex 1 7.93** 7.11**
Family integration x work status 2 .93 2.67
Family integration x child sex 1 3.78* .33
Family work status x child sex 2 4.53** 2.60
Integration x work status x child sex . . . 2 .80 .33
Covariate: mean parent education 1 2.65 .01

Witiiin-subjects efFects:
Time of measurement 3 3.96** 3.37*
Time x family integration 3 1.46 2.69*
Time x family work status 6 2.88** 1.06
Time x child sex 3 2.29 ,24
Time x integration x work status 6 1.74 1.34
Time x integration X child sex 3 .34 .50
Time x family work status x child sex .. 6 .75 .46
Time x integration x work status x sex 6 1.17 .75

NOTE.—One, two, or tiiree asterisks indicate that the effect is significant at or below .05, .01,
or .001, respectively.
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FIG. 1.—EfFects of femily work status on adolescents' reports of conflict with parents (adjusted means)
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TABLE 4

MEAN CONFLICT LEVEL OF BOYS AND GIRLS IN THREE FAMILY WORK STATUS
GROUPS

FAMILY WORK STATUS GROUP

Deprived Nondeprived

Girls:
M .
SD
n ..

Boys:
M .
SD
n ..

1.96
.48

29

.53
37

Recovery

2.04
.56

161

2.01b
.45

169

1.87
.44
55

2.07
.56
53

NOTE.—Means with different subscripts differ significantly at p < .05. No adjusted
means differed from tiie means by more than .02.

parent-adolescent conflict, F(l,496) = 5.05, p
= .03, but had no e£Fect on girls' reports. Boys
in deprived households reported a signifi-
cantly higher average level of conflict than
boys in nondeprived families (p = .01) and
marginally (p = .09) higher than boys in re-
covery femilies. The marginal difiFerence be-
tween the deprived and recovery groups is,
no doubt, due to the fact that the recovery
group had high levels of conflict at Time 1
and 2. A comparison of sex differences within
femily work status groups is also noteworthy.
Boys in deprived families reported more con-
flict tiian girls in deprived families, F(l,496)
= 5,34, p = .02, and boys in the recovery
group reported more conflict than girls in that
group, F(l,496) = 4.89, p = .03. There were
no sex differences in the nondeprived group.

There was also an interaction effect of
sex and family integration on the adoles-
cents' perceptions of conflict. Follow-up tests
showed that there was an association between
the level of family integration and boys' per-
ceptions of conflict but no such association for
girls' perceptions of conflict. Boys in the low-
integration group reported more conflict (M
= 2.17, SD = .48) than boys in the high-
integration group (M = 1.93, SD = .48),
F(l,497) = 13.78, p < .0001. However, there
was no interaction of family integration with
femily work status. Thus, the moderator hy-
pothesis was not confirmed in the adolescent
reports of conflict.

Mothers' perceptions.—The results of
the repeated-measures analysis for mothers'
perceptions of parent-adolescent conflict are
also shown in Table 3. There were main ef-
fects of family work status, family integration,
and sex of adolescent, as well as an interac-

tion of family integration and time of mea-
surement on mothers' perceptions.

The simple effects tests indicated that
modiers in the recovery group reported sig-
nificantly lower mean levels of conflict (M =
1.94, SD = .36, Adj. M = 1.93) than either
the deprived (M = 2.03, SD = .30, Adj. M =
2.04) or the nondeprived groups (M = 2.01,
SD = .35, Adj. M = 2.01). The time x femily
work status interaction was not significant for
the mothers' reports. In contrast to the results
for adolescents, mothers in recovery families
did not report a decline in conflict with their
adolescents over time.

A significant inverse relation between
family integration and matemal reports of
conflict was obtained. The strength of this as-
sociation, however, differed across work sta-
tus groups. Family integration was associated
with less conflict among nondeprived (high
integration M = 1.93, SD = .29, Adj. M =
1,93 vs. low integration M = 2.10, SD = .38,
Adj. M = 2.10), F(l,496) = 20.88, p < .0001,
and among recovery femilies (high integration
M = 1.80, SD = .32, Adj. M = 1.80 vs. low
integration M = 2.04, SD = .36, Adj. M =
2.04), F(l,496) = 13.29, p < .0001. However,
there was no association between family inte-
gration and mothers' reports of conflict among
the deprived families. As in the results for
adolescents, die moderator hypothesis was
not supported.

Mothers reported a higher level of con-
flict with sons (M = 2.03, SD = .35, Adj. M =
2.03) than with daughters (M = 1.97, SD =
.33, Adj. M = 1.97). The interaction of sex
and work status, however, was only mar-
ginally significant (p = .07). In contrast to the
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TABLE 5

F STATISTICS FOB THE EFFECTS OF FAMILY INTEGRATION, FAMILY WOBK STATUS, CHILD SEX, AND
TIME OF MEASUREMENT ON ADOLESCENTS' AND MOTHERS' PERCEPTIONS OF ADOLESCENT AUTONOMY

PERCEPTIONS OF
ADOLESCENT AUTONOMY

Adolescents' Mothers'
df Perceptions Perceptions

Between-subjects effects:
Family integration 1 2.87 35.52***
Family work status 2 2.86 3.26*
Child sex 1 10.41** 12.75***
Family integration x family work status 2 .88 1.10
Famliy integration x child sex 1 .00 .03
Family work status x child sex 2 .59 4.63**
Integration x work status x child sex 2 .14 .18
Covariate: mean parent education 1 .13 .20

Within-subjects effects:
Time of measurement 2 1.30 1.12
Time x family integration 2 .90 .44
Time x family work status 4 .30 .63
Time x child sex 2 2.53 3.02*
Time x integration x family work status 4 .17 2.12
Time x integration x child sex 2 .34 3.76*
Time X family work status x child sex 4 .49 .73
Time X integration x work status x sex 4 .72 1.39

NOTE.—One, two, or three asterisks indicate that the effect is significant at or beyond .05, .01, or .001, respectively.

adolescents' reports, the family's work status
did not have a difierential effect on mothers'
perceptions of conflict with sons and daugh-
ters.

Autonomy
Adolescents' perceptions.—The results

of the repeated-measures analysis for adoles-
cents' perception of autonomy are shown in
Table 5. There was a main efFect of adoles-
cent's sex on perceptions of autonomy, but
no other between- or within-subjects effects
reached significance.

Simple effects tests revealed, as ex-
pectEd, that girls (M = 2.74, SD = .50, Adj. M
= 2.74) were more likely than boys (M =
2.56, SD = .50, Adj. M = 2.56) to report diat
their parents encouraged (heir (pinions and
participcrfion in ^onily decision mEddiig. The
hypothesis that a loss of hmily work sUitas
would dixninish the adolescent's autonomy in
femily decision making received marginal
support (p = .06). Simile effects tests indi-
cated that adolescents in recovery ^tmilies re-
ported more autonomy (M = 2.4i2, SD = .50,
Alii. ^ = 2.42) than Aiose in deprived (M =
2.24, SD = .52, Adi. M = 2.24) or in nonde-
prived femilies (M = 2.30, SD = .49, A^. M
= 2.30). Ctmtrary to prediction, neither the
two-way interaction between chiJd sex and
work status nor the Aree-way interaction be-

tween child sex, work status, and time were
significant.

Mothers' perceptions.—The results of
the repeated-m^^ures test for mothers' re-
ports of atfolescent autonomy are also shown
in Table 5. Main efifects of family iî segFatiqn
and sex of child and an int^'action of fiunlly
work status and child sex were obtained.

There was a significant positive asso-
ciation between femily integration and the
amount of autonomy that moftheî  granted
their adolescents (high inte^iation M = 3.03,
SD = .35, Adj. M = 3.03 vs. low integration
M = 2.79, SD ^ .34, A^. M = 2.79). In addi-
tion, both the main effect of sex and the sex x
&mily work status interaction effect were sig-
nificant. Pfualtel to the finding for adoles-
cents, mothers of daughters reported that
their adolescent enjoyed more autoaomy (M
= 2.95, SD = .37, Acy. M ^ 2.95) than did
movers of sons (M = 2.86, SD = .36, Ai^. M
= 2.87). In contrast to the adolescents' re-
ports, the predicted interacAicsi of child sex
with work status was supported. The results
of the simple efferfs test are presented in
Table 6. Family work stains alfected the
amount of autonomy that mothers granted
their dau^ters but had no effect on sons' au-
tonomy. Specifically, daughters in deprived
households were granted more autonomy
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TABLE 6

MEAN LEVEL OF MOTHERS' PERCEPTIONS OF ADOLESCENT AUTONOMY BY
CHILD SEX AND FAMILY WORK STATUS

FAMILY WORK STATUS GROUP

Deprived Nondeprived Recovery

Daughters:
M 3.13a 2.91b 2.96(,
SD .34 .35 .40
n 29 161 55

Sons:
M 2.82 2.86 2.93
SD .32 ,36 .37
n 37 169 53

NOTE.—Means with difFerent subscripts differ significantly at p < .05. No adjusted
means differed from the means bv more than .02.

than daughters in the other two family work
status groups, F(l,496) = 7.16, p < .01. In
addition, there was a significant sex differ-
ence within the deprived group, but no sex
difference in the recovery families or in the
nondeprived families. As predicted, mothers
in deprived families allowed their daughters
significantly more autonomy than they al-
lowed their sons, F(l,496) = 14.79, p < .0001.
There was no effect of time of measurement
for any family work status group.

Discussion

The results add to a growing literature
demonstrating the influence of economic
change on die quality of parent-child rela-
tionships (Flanagan, in press; Galambos &
Silbereisen, 1987a, 1987b; Lempers et al.,
1989; McLoyd, in press; Radin & Harold-
Goldsmith, 1989; Silbereisen et al., in press).
When families are coping with a job loss or
demotion, adolescents report higher levels of
confiict with parents than their peers report.
Reemployment after a temporary setback,
however, shows a compensatory efFect. That
is, the confiict associated with a loss of work
status declines w ĥen the family recovers. The
nondeprived families, who experienced no
work-related changes, served as a comparison
group in this study. Levels of confiict among
them remained quite stable over time. This
finding extends earlier work demonstrating a
compensatory effect of reemployment on an
individual's mental health and marital rela-
tionship (Atkinson et al., 1986; Kessler et al.,
1989; Liem & Liem, 1989) to its effect on the
parent-adolescent relationship.

Mothers' perceptions of confiict were not
as sensitive to changing pattems of family em-
ployment as their adolescents'. This differ-

ence may be due to the fact that the adoles-
cents were commenting on their relationship
with both parents, while the mothers com-
mented only on their own relationships with
their children. Change in work status may af-
fect the adolescents' perception of conflict
with fathers but not with mothers; thus, the
decline in confiict for the recovery group may
indicate a compensation in father-child rela-
tions. This interpretation is consistent with
other studies demonstrating that the unem-
ployed man's reaction to job loss mediates the
effects of unemployment on his spouse (At-
kinson et al., 1986; Dew, Bromet, & Schul-
berg, 1987) and on his children (Eider et al.,
1985). Just as the quality of the Depression
mother's parenting of her early adolescent
children was relatively unaffected by eco-
nomic hardship (Elder et al., 1985), the con-
temporary mother's ability to accommodate to
her adolescent's demands for increased inde-
pendence shows few signs of the strains of
deprivation.

What are we to make of the fact that there
is a significant difference between the de-
prived and Tecovery groups at Time 3 but
none at Time 4, when, in fact, adolescents in
deprived families report a slight decline in
conflict with parents? One possibility is that
families gradually adjust to their deprived
status. For example, parent-adolescent con-
fiict over rules and decisions may decline be-
cause parents adopt a laissez-faire attitude
ox because adolescents have accommodated
their decision-making style to ignore parents'
rules. As they mature, these adolescents
may avoid conflict with parents simply by
avoiding their parents. Such an interpretation
is consistent with Komarovsky's (1940) re-
sults, indicating that independence for these
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adolescents is oflen gained at the expense of
their unemployed parents' authority.

Integration is a family strength that ap-
pears to attenuate parent-adolescent confiict.
However, according to mothers, femily inte-
gration is not associated with less confiict in
deprived households. Since there was no re-
lation between a family's work status and
their level of integration, it is not the case that
the deprived group lacks such family re-
sources. Nonetheless, these systemic re-
sources do not appear to moderate the daily
strains between parents and adolescents
among families who are dealing with an ex-
tended period of deprivation.

Boys' perceptions of confiict were more
sensitive than girls' to the level of family inte-
gration and to change in the family's work
status. Low integration or a loss of work status
were associated with higher levels of confiict
for boys, but not for girls. Taken together,
these results suggest that conflict with parents
intensifies fbr adolescent boys when parents
are "unavailable" due to a lack of family
strengths or to parents' preoccupation with
changing employment conditions. Again,
since mothers in deprived femilies did not re-
port more confiict with sons, the boys' reports
may refiect increased confiict widi fathers.
When the father's work status is unstable,
boys may lose respect for their fathers and
feel more free to challenge paternal authority.
As Elder et al. (1985) found, Depression hard-
ship increased adolescent boys' negative per-
ceptions of their fathers as well as their mood-
iness and anger.

The strain of a family's economic hard-
ship has an opposite effect on decision-
making practices widi daughters. M<^ers in
deprived households reported that they
granted their daughters more autonomy than
they granted their sons. This suggests that
one accommodation of family life to the pres-
sures of financial hardship may be that
mothers depend more on their dau^ters and
that girls are pressed into an earlier maturity.
That sons are not recruited into a greater deci-
sion-making role under these circumstances
may be due to differences in the closeness of
the modier-adolescent relati<»iship or to the
mothers' perceptions of her adolescent's ma-
turity. Girls enter puberty an average of 2
years earlier than boys, and parent may treat
children who look more mature in a more
Edult-like manner. If households become
more labor intensive as a result of unemploy-
ment, or if mothers' psychological burden in-
creases as families accommodate to job loss.

then they may share the weight of these role
burdens with their adolescent dau^ters. The
sex differences found In these data are consis-
tent widi research from the Great Depression
that also showed economic deprivation to be
associated with an increase in boys' objec-
tions to parental authority but with an in-
crease in girls' acceptance of parental judg-
ment (Elder 1974). In sum, these results
suggest that the effects of economic change
on the parent-adolescent relationship depend
on the child's sex and on the salience of
specific issues for adolescent girls and boys.

Several weaknesses of this study should
be noted. The measurement of deprivation
and recovery could have been improved with
more detail about which family member(s) ac-
tually experienced a dislocation at their work-
place. A more accurate measure of family dy-
namics cotild have been obtained by asking
adolescents to respond to the items separately
for mothers and fidhers, providing a direct test
of the eflfects of the family's work status on
each parent's relationship with dieir off-
spring. In addition, including data from
fathers would have provided a third perspec-
tive on parent-adolescent relationships.

The relatively low alphas for the conflict
and autonomy measures, particularly for
mothers, were also a problem. Since Cron-
bach's alpha is sensitive to the number of
items in a scale, additional items tipping
conflict, trust, and independence issues may
have improved these measures. With ad-
ditional items, one could also determine
whether the lower internal consistency ob-
tained for modiers' perceptions reflects the
fact that we are tapping a broader construct
among mothers compared to adolescents.
Given the bias in measurement error, there is
bound to be some bias in the results. How-
ever, since significant results were obtained
despite the low internal consistency of the
measures, it is likely to mean diat the results
are conservative.

Sample attrition was a problem. Since
cases were included only if both mcrthers and
adolescents participated in all four waves of
dabi collection (over 2 school years), the
families diat remained in the study may rep-
resent a better organized and more resilient
group than those who never particisw^d or
who dropped out The comparison of &iiiiies
that dropped out with those that remained in
the study suggests diat this may, in fact, be
the case. Besides their lower income and
lower parent education scores, the attrition
cases had sl i^dy larger families, more sub-



jective financial concem, and higher parent-
adolescent confiict scores. There were more
niinority families, full-time working mothers,
single-parent, and remarried families among
die group that dropped out. Taken togedier,
these differences suggest that families who
remained in the study may have had more
resources and fewer strains compared to the
group that dropped out. Finally, as noted ear-
lier, there was no relation between family
work status and family integration in families
that remained. Since unemployment de-
creases family cohesion and support (Atkin-
son et al., 1986), the deprived families may
have had more psychological resources than
families in the general population who are
struggling with economic dislocations. How-
ever, if the sample underrepresents the popu-
lation that is affected by economic changes,
the fact that there are statistically meaningful
results is all the more striking.

Several strengdis of the study should be
mentioned. First, the longitudinal design is
an advantage over cross-sectional studies in
supporting the argument that a family's eco-
nomic condition is not simply correlated with
but has an effect on family relations. In addi-
tion, the compensatory effect of reemploy-
ment on family relations can only be un-
covered with longitudinal data. Second, by
adding measures of work status to a study of
normative change in early adolescence, we
were able to test the accentuation principle
and found that a change in work status
intensifies the sex differences in decision
making that are normally found among ado-
lescents and their parents. Finally, the fact
that the data are derived from two sources
shows that perceptions of family processes
and the effects of economic change on these
processes can vary according to the source of
information. In the case of parent-adolescent
decision making, perceptions appear to vary
according to the role in die relationship
played by the informant.
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