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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Many studies have been conducted concerning the ef

fect of the family conte·xt on the development of the child, 

but very little is known about the child's actual percep

tion of the family. In order to be able to understand or 

predict the implications, of the ch~pg~s in the institution 

of family for children, we need to know more about how chil

dren define the family. Thomas and Thomas (1928) relate 

that a subject's view of the situation, or how he regards 

it, may be the most important element for interpretation. 

They state, "If men define situations as real, they are 

real in their consequences" (p. 235). Hence, a child's 

perception of "family," or the child's definition of "what 

is real," may be of greater importance than the actual fam

ily content or structure. A clearer understanding of chil

dren's definition of "family" and various family roles 

and their perceptions of various dimensions involved in 

family life is needed in order to help us predict the ef

fecti of children's life experience in varying family 

forms. 

The institution of the family has constantly under

gone vast changes in the past, and continues to experience 

1 
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changes today. The idea of family has been defined as 

strictly kinship relationships (Bender, 1967) and as the 

basic unit of social organization in the society (Clausen, 

1978). The report of Forum 14, 11 Changing Families in a 

Changing Society," in the Report to the President: White 

House Conference on Children (1970) highlighted the diver

sity in family structures and functions. The primary tasks 

of families were defined as: to socialize children, to 

enhance the competence of their members, to cope with the 

demands of other organizations, and to provide the satis

factions and a mentally healthy environment intrinsic to 

the well-being of. a family. 

Today's social changes impinge on the American family 

in a variety of different ways. Clausen (1978) cites the 

following changes. During the past decade we.have wit

nessed an increase by one-third in the proportion of women 

who remain single to age 25, along with a mark~d decrease 

in the average number of children born in a family. The 

number of working mothers has more than doubled since the 

end of World War II and half of all mothers of ~chool aged 

children are now in the labor force. As the rate of mar

riage has declined, the rate of divorce has increased at 

all class levels. The number of single-parent families 

(most often a mother and young children) has nearly doubled 

in this decade. Bane (1976) states that in 1974, the pr6-

portion of married women in the labor force with children 

under six had reached 40 percent. Bronfenbrenner (1976) 



spoke of these dramatic changes in family and the possible 

detrimental effects on children. He noted, in particular, 

the isolation of children from the rest of society and a 

fragmentation of the extended family resulting in a break-

down of growth of the individual and the survival of so-

ciety. However, Skolnick (1977) argues that the family is 

only a relatively recent development of Western society, 

and not a psychological necessity. She feels that society 

terids to brand as deviant or as pathological this one-

3 

parent family, the dual-career family, and any other changes 

in the nuclear family unit. Bane (1976) states: 

hardly anyone argues that ~he divorc~ or death of 
parents is good for children, but the extent of 
the harm done has not been documented. Although 
evidence is scanty, it suggests that most chil-. 
dren adjust relatively quickly and well to the 
disruption, and that in the case of divorce, the 
disruption may be better than the alternative of 
living in a tension-filled home (p. 14). 

It is apparent that there is lack of agreement about 
-

the effect of these social changes on family members. We 

need to know more about how these changes may affect the 

concept a child forms of the family and which ones may 

play an important role in the definition. This knowledge 

will be beneficial to parents, caregivers, teachers, coun

selors, and others who are interested in helping children 

' develop to their fullest potential as human beings. 

Studies investigating the child's perception of sex-

role characteristics associated with parental roles report 

a greater differentiation of the perceptions of sex-role 



charucteristics with increasing age of the children (Al

dous, 1972; Cox, 1962; Emmerich, 1959, 1961; Hartley, 

1960; Hess and Torney, 1962; Kagan, 1956; Kagan and Lem

kin, 1960; Schvaneveldt, 1970; Smith and Grenier~ 1975). 
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The specificity of the individual,studies makes generaliza

tion of the results difficult. 

Moore (1977) identified children at three Piagetian 

stages of development and then questioned them concerning 

their perception of the family. The data suggest a strong 

~elationship between cognitive level and frequency of men-

tion of eight dimensions of family--biology, co-residence, 

domestic functions, emotions, guidance of children, legal 
I . 

factors, membership, and social factors. She found that 

cChildren from divorced families mentioned membership cri~ 

teria less often than did children from intact families, 

and they mentioned emotional factors more often. Pre-

operational children from divorced families mentioned 

domestic functions less than pre-operational child~en from 

intact families, while the reverse was true for children 

at higher cognitive stages. 

Moore's data, although not conclusive, suggested 

trends regarding the influence of several variables and 

the child's concept of family. Briefly, she found that 

normatively defined, "family" is composed of two parents 

and a child. Divorced family children were much more 

likely to identify a single-parent-child grouping as a 



family. Further, she suggested that girls and children 

from divorced families were more knowledgeable about 

mother's roles than boys and children from two-parent 

families. Children from divorced families were more 

li~ely to attribute cross-sex typed activities to mothers 

than children of two-parent families, while children of 

two-parent families were more likely to att~ibute cross-

5 

sex typed activities to the father. In consultation with 

Moor~ (1978) concerning follow-up of her research, her 

recommendation was that "a clear usable idea of the child's 

concept of family is preferable to a more elegant but less 

usable one" (Personal Communication, Sept~mber 22, 1978). 
' . 

Since a comprehensive study of all ages and develop-

mental levels was beyond the scope of this investigation, 

a logical place to begin was with an in-depth investiga-

tion of the concepts of family of the preschool child, or 

the pre-operational child. Piaget (1967) defines the pre-

operational level as, 

the stage of intuitive intelligence, or spontan-. 
eous interpersonal feelings, and of social rela
tionships in which the child is subordin~te to 
the adult (ages two to seven, or 'early child
hood' ) ( p. 5) . 

It is recognized that the thinking of the pre-operational 

child is characteristically different from children of 

other age groups and developmental levels; 

After reviewing the limited literature on the develop-

ment of children's concept of family, this author believes 

that there io a need for further research to identify the 
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progression of the formation of the concept of family by 

a pre-operational sample of children. 

The Purpose of the Study 

6 

The overall purpose of the study was an in-depth ex

ploration of several aspects of young children~s percep- . 

tions of family. The study was primarily desqriptive in 

nature. Differences between pre-operational children's 

concepts of: (a) family membership (Family Configuration 

Concept), (b) dimensions involved in basic family defini

tibns and descriptions of family roles, and (c) fl~xibil

ity of family role concepts were explore~ with regard to 

differences which exist according to: (a) geographical 

location, (b) family type, and (c) sex, as well as any 

interactions between these factors which might have exis~d. 

Where possible, work status of the mother and number of . 

siblings was also explored. In exploring family member

ship or Family Configuration Concept, childre~ were asked 

to look . at .six ~e~arate possible configurations of family 

~nd identify which ones make up a family. The dimensions 

of family which were explored were those which psycholo~ 

gists, sociologists, and anthropologists have considered 

to be involved in the institution of family. They are: 

biological factors, co-residence, domestic functions, emo

tional interacti6ns, guidance of children, legal factors·, 

membership, and social roles and traditions. ·These 
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dimensions were ~sed in M6ore's (1977) initial study. An . . 

additional purpose of this study was,to determine to what 

extent these eight dimensions appear to be useful categor-

ies for classifying children's perceptions of family life. 

The exploration of flexibility or- family role concepts in~ 

valved the nature and numbers of activities attributed to 

mothers, ·fathers, and .families, as well as t-he numbers of 

· cross~sex typed activities named for mothers and fathers. 

Some general research questions which were addressed 

in this study were: 

1. Of a number of possible ramily configurations~ 

which configurations are most often defined as "family"? 

2. What are the dimensions whi-ch c.hildren use to 

define family members and describe·ramily roles? Are some 

dimensions used more frequentl, than-others? 

3. ·Are there significant differenqes in the numbers 

of various family relat~d activities ascribed to mothe~, 

father, and family? 

4. How flexible are children's concepts of family 

roles? Is there a significant difference in child~en's 

identification of cross-sex typed activities for mothers 

and fathers? 

Data related to these que~tions were analyzed accord-

ing tb the independent ~ariables, (1) geographical loca~ 

tion, (2) sex, (3) family type, (4) work status of the 

mother, and (5) number of siblings. 



Definition of Terms 

\ 

Several terms which apply to this study have specific 
! 

meaning. In order to avoid misinterpretation of these· 

. terms the fol~owing definitions are given: 

l. Concrete Operational Thought - "The stage of con

crete intellectual operations (the beginning of logic) and 

of moral and social feelings of cooperation (ages 7 to 11 

or 12, or 'middle childhood.')" (Piaget, 1967, p. 6). 

2. Conservation - "A conserving child recognizes 

that certain properties of objects remain unchanged de~ 

spite certain changes in the objects themselves" (Evans, 

1975, p. 200) .. 

3. Pre-Operational Thought -

The stage of intuitive intelligence, of spon
taneous interpersonal feelings, and of social· 
relationships in which th~ child is subordi- · 
nate to the adult (ages two to seven years, 
or 'early childhood') (Piaget, 1967, p. 5). 

8 

For purposes of this study, functional definitions of 

the various dimensions of the family are those .used by 

Moore (1977). These are explained in detail in Chapter III. 



CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Introduction 

Despite a growing concern over changes in the institu

tion, little has been done to explore how children develop 

the concept of family. Cox (1962) states that theorists i~ 

the fields of learning, personality, and social psychology 

agree that the attitudes a' child has toward his parents ~11 

generalize to other individuals. A positive correlation 

between a child's attitudes toward his parents and the qual-

ity of his interpersonal relationships with others with 

whom he enters into similar relationships was found in 

Cox's (1962) study. Piaget (1951) relates this idea as 

follows: 

Day to dai observations and psychoanalytic exper~ · 
ience show that first personal schemes are after
ward generalized and applied to many people. 
According as the first individual experiences of 
the child who is just learning to speak are con
nected with a father who is understanding or dom
inating, loving or cruel, etc., the child will 
tend (even throughout life if these relationships 
have influenced his whole youth) to assimilate 
all other individuals to his father scheme (p. 1). 

A child's perception of his parent-child relation-

ship is related to his adjustment, according to Serot 

9 
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(1961). This study included 102 children ages 9 and 10 

who attended the fourth grade. The California Test of Per~ 

sonality, the Swanson Child-Parent Relationship Scale, and 

an information questionnaire were used to identify the par-

ticular adjustment of the children and the parent-child 

relationship. The well adjusted children perceived the 

parent-child relationship as relatively happy, and near the 

theoretical ideal, whereas the maladjusted children's per

ception of the relationship was far from ideal. Serot con-

eluded that the child's perception of parental behavior is 

related to his own behavior, the child's perception of the 

relationship is unrelated to his parent's perception of the 
' 

same, and that the parent's perception of the relationship 

is unrelated to his offspring's adjustment. 

The Pre-Operational Child's 

Formation of Concepts 

The·pre-operational developmental level is defined by 

Piaget (1967) as: 

the stage of intuitive intelligence, of spontan
eous interpersonal feelings, and of social rela
tionships in which the child is subordinate to 
the adult (ages two to seven years, or 'early 
childhood') (p. 5). 

In an early study by Piaget (1928) a parallel is made be-

tween the developing concept of family and the developmen-

tal stages. Piaget proposes that the child goes through 

three stages in labeling the family. He can first only 



identify his family as those living in the same home in 

which he lives. Next he will use the idea of blood rela

tionship, but will limit the family to members in the 

immediate vicinity. Thirdly, his definition is general

ized.to include all blood-relations. The pre-operational 

child will be in the first developmental stage when clas

sifying his particular family .. 

A recent study (Bernstein and Cowan, 1975) attempts 

11 

to link theory and research by using known developmental 

tasks as indices of general developmental position. Twenty 

boys and girls at each of three age levels (3-4, 7-8, 11-

12) were given an interview focusing on their concepts of 

how people get babies (social causality). Piagetian-type 

tasks assessing physical conservation-identity, physical 

causality, and a new social identity task were adminis

tered. The performance on the tasks systematically in

creased with age, inte~correlations were high, and chil

dren tended to perform at the same absolute cognitive level 

ori each task. Children's development of the concept of 

human reproduction proceeded through a Piagetian develop

mental sequence concerning physical and social causality 

and identity concepts. The content of the concepts formed 

was found to be r~lated to the matrix of causality and 

identity concepts. A similar study could be conducted by 

using the known developmental tasks to indicate the pre

operational level and further exploring this stage by 

identifying the conceptualization of family. 



Understanding Family Sex-Roles 

A number of studies have investigated the child's 

understanding of the sex-role characteristics associated 

with parental roles. The research has examined several 

dimensions of parenting behaviors and contrasted the per

ception~ of bo~s and girls of different ages and social 

classes. 

Kagan (1956) studied the formation of behavior such 

12 

as dominance, submission, and other responses involved in 

the identification of parent roles. The subjects included. 

217 children ages 6 to 10 in Columbus, Ohio. They were 

interviewed to determine their'perceptiori of the parental 

role. Kagan noted a trend in older children only, toward 

a more threatening perception of the same-sex parent. The 

majority perceived mothers as friendlier, less punitive, 

less dominant, and less threatening than fathers. In terms 

of sex of the child, he found only a slight difference be

tween boys' and girls' views of parental discipline and 

power in the first tbree grades of school. 

Hartley (1960) interviewed 157 children of working 

and non-working mothers regarding thei~ conception of male 

and female roles. Forty-seven boys and 110 girls, 5, 8, 

and ll years old, were equally divided between working and 

non-working mothers. Two significant differences were re
lated to the boys' responses. More sons of working mothers 



gave work roles to women than did the sons of non-w~rking 

mothers. The lower middle class and working class boys 

assigned more traditional "women's" domestic tasks to men 

than did upper class boys. 
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When describing the particular course of a child's 

identification it was suggested by Kagan and Lemkin (1960) . 

that the choice of parental models is determined by a 

child's perception of the parental differences in power, 

competence, and nurturance. Sixty-seven children, ages 3 

to 8, were interviewed to ~scertain their perception of 

parenting attributes using three methods: (1) indirect, 

(2) direct picture, and (3) direct questtoning. Results 

from this study showed the young child perceiving the 

father model as fear arousing, competent, and punitive, 

while the mother model was seen as "nicer" and gave pr.esents. 

Smith and Grenier (1975) used a revised form of Kagan 

and Lamkin's 1960 cartoon picture interview. Subjects in

terviewed were 160 children equally divided by sex~ grade 

in school (first and third), religion (Protestant and 

Catholic) and English or French background. The children 

perceived mothers as nurturing and fathers as powerful and 

as agents of discipline. Girls saw mothers and fathers as 

equally likely to discipline them by taking away toys and 

privileges, while boys saw fathers as much more likely to 

use deprivational methods. 

Emmerich (1959, 1961) found that age is a variable 

in shifting the child's perception of parental roles. 
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At an early age both boys and girls differentiate paren-
' 

tal figures along specific dimensions. With an increase 

in age, there was an increased use of the power dimension 

to discriminate age roles. He noted that a facilitating 

behavior was linked with the mother sex role, and an inter-

fering behavior linked with the father sex role. 

In a study with 1,861 children ages 7 through 15 years, 

Hess and Torney (1962) studied the authority structure of 

the family as influenced by age, sex, social class, and 

religious affiliation of the child. The subjects included 

children of middle .and working class, Catholic and Prot·-

estant. They were asked to complete a questionnaire in-

eluding such questions as "Who's boss in your family?" 

The girls reported father to be head of the family signifi-

cantly less frequently than the boys, and reported both 

parents to be in power more. The percentage of reports 

of fathers as "boss" increased with the age of the children. 

A more recent study by Schvaneveldt (1970) dealt with 

perceptions of the mother and father roles of 86 middle 

and upper-middle class nursery school children in Utah. 

The nursery school boys and girls conceptualized and ver-

balized their perceptions of parents as "good." "Good" 

mothers were most often seen as nurturant. The children 

thought "good" mothers "take care of you," "feed you," and 

"kiss you." Typical "good" father responses were: "plays 

with you," "works," and "takes care of you when mother is 

gone." 
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Two hundred and ten low-income, preschool, white and 

Negro children from father-absent and father-present hocies 

in Tennessee and Mississippi were interviewed by Aldous 

(1972) concerning their sex appropriate role definitions. 

Findings from this study showed that the perceptions of the 

preschoolers of sex role assignments remains the same with 

change of social class and family structure. Children are 

not wholly dependent upon parental sources for information 

concerning typical sex-roles. Even at a very early age the 

child is aware of conventional roles, even when the con

ventional roles are not enacted in his particular home 

setting. 

All of these studies concerning the child's percep

tion of parental sex-role characteristics noted the gr.eater 

differentiation as the child became older. The young child 

sees his family as those living with him and differenti

ates between his parents along specific dimensions. As the 

child grows older, his notion of family becomes more com

plex and abstract. He will further define parental roles 

by increasing the use of the dimensions of power, guidance, 

and social role factors. A generalization from·the studies 

would be difficult to make, due to the specificity of each 

study. This literature supports the developmental progres

sion of a child's construction of the concept of a family, 

but does not fully describe the progressions. 
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Understanding.the Concept of Family 

Children ages 11 through 18 years increase in ab

stractness in describing perceptions of family (Mqinnis, 

1912). They will understand that there has to be two par-

ents to start a family, but a family can be as few as a 

mother and a child or as many as ten children and parents. 

Using a sample of children at three Piagetian cognitive 

stages, Moore (1977) examined the effects of cognitive 

stage, sex, and intactness of family on.the child's devel

oping concept. An interview was given to a sample of 84 

white, middle-class children ages 4 throtigh 13, half from 
I . 

intact families and half from divorced families. The ver-

batim t~anscriptions were scored for frequency of mention 

on eight.dimensions of family. The results indicate that 

the doncept of family is developed thrbugh a succession 

of stages and that certain dimensions are important to the 

child's definition of the family. In classifying chil

dren's responses, Moore used the dimensions: (1) biologi

cal factors, (2) co-residence, (3) domestic functions, 

(4) legal factors, (5) social roles, (6) guidance of chil

dren, {7) membership criteria, and (8) emotions. The pre~ 

operational sample described the family in terms of 

directli observable phenomena, rigid understanding of the 

roles, physical descriptions of the members, domestic 

furictions, and co-residence aspects. Children from di

vorced and intact families differed in their responses in 
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terms of membership, domestic functions, and knowledge of 

the parental sex roles as explained in Chapter I. The 

finding that girls had an advanced level of family concept 

was attributed to basic cognitive development and partic-

_ular socialization experiences. The overall results of 

this study suggest that the concept of family is developed 

through a succession of stages and provide a basis from 

which the nature of the progression may be formed. 

Summary 

The institution of the family is changing dramati-

~V~ but little is known concerning th~ effects these 

changes are having. It is known that the attitudes a 

child forms about the family will generalize to other in

dividuals, and these attitudes are directly related to 

his adjustment. Despite differences in age, sex, social 

class, work status of mothers, father-presence or absence, 

young children perceive parenting behavior in conventional 

ways. Fathers are perceived as powerful and as agents of 

discipline and mothers as nurturant. Few studie~ have been 

conducted to explore the effects that the various family 

types or the number of siblings may have on the child's 

concept. The progression of the formation of the concept 

of family by a pre-operational sample of children is not 

known. Moore (1977) has most closely investigated this 

area and made suggestions for further research. 



CHAPTER III 

METHODS AND PROCEDURES 

Introduction 

The overall purpose of the study was an in-depth ex

ploration of several aspects of young children's pe~cep-

tions of family. The study was primarily descriptive in 

nature. Differences between pre-operational cihildrenis 

concept l!)fl~ (a) family membership (FamilyConfiguration 
I 

Concept), (b) dimensions involved in basic family defini-

tions and descriptions of family roles, and (c) flexibil

ity of f~mily role concepts were explored with regard to 

differences which exist according to: (a) geographical 

location, (b) family type, and (c) sex, as well as any in

teractions between these factors which might have existed. 

·where possible, work status of the mother and number of 

siblings was also explored. In exploring family member

ship or Family Configuration Concept, children were asked 

to look at six separate possible configurations of family 

and identify which ones make up a family. The dimensions 

of family which were explored were those which psyc~olo-

gists, sociologists, and anthropologists have ~onsidered 

to be involved in the institution of famil1. They are: 

18 
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biological factors, co-residence~ domestic functions, emo

tional interactions, guidance of children, legal factors, 

membership, and social roles and traditions. These dimen

sions were used in Moore's (1977) initial study. An addi-

tional purpose of this study was to determine to what 

extent these eight dimensions appear to be useful categor

ies for classifying children's perceptions of family life. 

The exploration of flexibility of family role concepts in

volved the nature and numbers of activities attributed to 

mothers, fathers, and families, as well as the numbers of 

cross-sex typed activities named for mothers and fathe:rs. 

Subjects 

Subjects were B4 children, ranging in age from three 

to six years, who had been determined to be at the pre~ 

operational stage of development •. Fourteen boys and 14 

girls were from the Oklahoma State University Child Devel

opment Laboratories· and other early childhood programs in 

Stillwater, Oklahoma. Fourteen boys and 14 girls were from· 

the Louisiana Tech University Child Development Laboratory 

and other early childhood programs in Ruston, Louisiana. 

Moore (1977) conducted a similar study in Austin, Texas, 

which included 28 pre-operational children equally divided 

by sex. This was used as a comparison group. Each sample 

was·further divided into children of single-parent fami

lies and children of two-parent families. The single-



parent families were headed by a mother. Description Qf 

the sample is presented in Appendix A. 

Research Instrumsnts to be Uied 

Cognitive Developmental Level Test 

This instrument was used to determine the child's 

20 

level of cognitive development as defined by Piagetian 

theory. The cognitive developmental level test used in 

this study was an adapted version developed from previous 

techniques used by Bernstein and Cowan (1975), Koocher 

(1972), andMoore (1977). This test classifies each child's 
I I 

performance according to the developmental levels (1) Pre-

operational and (2) Concrete operational~ These levels 

are defined by Piaget (1967) as: 

The pre-operational level is the stage of 
intuitive intelligence, of spontaneous in
terpersonal feelings, and of social rela
tionships in which the child is subordinat'e 
to the adult (ages two to seven years, or 
'early childhood'). The stage of concrete 
intellectual operations is the beginning of 
logic and of moral and social feelings of co-· 
operation (ages seven to eleven or twelve, 
or 'middle childhood') (p. 5). 

The subjects were tested in three areas of conserva-

tion: (1) mass, (2) number, and (3) volume. The subjects 

who failed ~ were classified as pre

operational. Those who failed one task were classified 

as transitional. Those who passed all tasks were classi-
.~-~__._--......-~ ... -

fied. as concrete operational and were eliminated from t'he -



sample. Only subjects who were classified as pre

operational and transitional were involved in the study. 

The Cognitive Dev.elopment Level test is located in Appen

dix B. 

Family Concept Interview 

Questions to assess family concept and dimensions 

of the family were asked to pre-operational and transi

tional children. Some of the questions were open-ended 

and some involved use of pictures of potential family 

groupings (Figure 1). The Family Concept Interview is 

located in Appendix C. The original interview used by 

Moore (1977) is located in Appendix D. 

Data Collection and Scoring Procedure 

Dita pertinent to the independent variables of the 

study, geographical residence, family type, sex of the 

child, number of siblings, and work status of the mother, 

was obtained through a parent questionnaire. The par-

21 

ents were given a letter explaining the study (see Appen- · 

dix E), and the questionnaire (see Appendix F). 

The author interviewed children in the pr~school en

.vironment. Children were first categorized according to 

cognitive stages of development. Only those determined to 

be pre-operational or transitional level were given the 

Family Concept Interview. 
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The scoring-instrument (Family Concept Interview 

Score Sheet) is located in Appendix G. In questions fol

lowed byspecific categori'es or dimensions, a score was 

given for the presence or absence of that dimension in 

23 

the answer given by the child. These dimensions, devel

oped by Moore (1977), were defined in her study as follows: 

Membership - The child gives a list of specific per-

sons or roles when referring to the composition of the 

family. 

Domestic Functions - The child mentions general fam

ily maintenance or activity (e.g., studies, cooking, earn

ing money, going on a picnic) .. 

Guidance - The child refers to family ~ctivity geared 

specifically toward the nurturance of children (e.g., tak-

ing care of children, helping with homework, or to solve 

problems). 

Co-residence - The child's answer refers to the per

sonal proximity or co-residence of persons (e.g., living 

together or having a house). 

Biology - The child mentions things having to do. 

with biological relationships or physical.age (e.g., being 

a woman, being old, having a child). 

Emotions - The child refers to affective facto~s 

(e.g., loving one another, being happy, being lonely). 

Legal Factors -The child makes a reference to a· 

legally defined status or process (e.g., being a wife, 

getting married, having custody of a child). 
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Social Role Factors - The child's answer explicitly 

includes mention of roles, expectations, or social customs 

(e.g., flowers at a ~edding, being a good parent). 

The interviews were tape-recorded for scoring purposes. 

The data gathered by Moore was included in this study. Ver-

batim transcription of the interviews were scored and an

alyzed according to the procedures of this study. 

Analysis of Data 

Analysis of variance was used to analy~e children's 

responses to 

1. Part I - Family Membership or Family Configura

tion Concept (score of items 1-6). 

2. Part II- Dimensions involved in Basic.Family 

Concept (total score for each dimension, items 7-10), 

Family Roles Concept (total score for each dimension, 

items 11-13, and number of activities mentioned (items 

14-16). 

Descriptive methods were used to analyze children's 

respbnses to: 

1. Items which further explored the family dimen

sions of co-residence (items 17-19), legal factors (items 

20-25), and guidance (items 26~27). 

2. Items related to flexibility of family role con

cepts (Part IV, items 30-31 and 32-33). 

Analysis of variance was used to analyze items 36 

and .37, the number of cross-sex typed activities mentioned 



for "mother" and "fat~er," or ,a measure of flexibility 

of role concepts. 

Reliability and Validity 

In order to perform a test for reliability, two re-

searchers, the author and one other researcher, conducted 

ten independent scoring trials with ten taped interviews. 

Percentage of agreement was 97 percent. 

Moore's (1977) interview was considered a valid mea-

sure of the child's concept of family, in that results 

fit into the established categories. One purpose of this 
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study was to determine the usefulness of these categories. 
I 



CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Introduction 

The overall purpose of the study was an in-depth ex

ploration of several aspects of young children's percep-

tions of family. The study was primarily descriptive in 

nature. Differences between pre-operational children's 

concept of: (a) family membership (Famil!y Configuration 

Concept), (b) dimensions involved in basic fami_ly defini

tions and descriptions of famil~ roles, and (c) flexibility 

of family role concepts were explored with regard to dif

ferences which exist according to: (a) geographical loca-. 

tion, (b) family type, and (c) sex, as well as any inter

actions between these factors which might have existed. 

Where possible, work status of the mother and number of 

siblings was also explored. In exploring family member

ship or Family Configuration Concept, children were asked 

to look at six separate possible configurations of family 

and identify which ones make up a family. The dimensions 

of family which were explored were those which psycholo~ 

gists, sociol6gists, and anthropolo~ists have considered 

to be involved in the institution of family;· They are: 

26 
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biologica1 factors, co-residence, domestic functions, emo

tional interactions, guidance of children, legal factors, 

membership, and social roles and traditions. These dimen

sions were used in Moore's (1977) initial study. An addi-

tional purpose of this study was to determine to what extent 

·these eight dimensions appear to be useful categories for 

classifying children's perceptions of family life. The ex-

ploration of flexibility of family role concepts involved 

the nature and numbers of activities attributed to mothers, 

fathe:t's, and families, as well as the numbers of .cross-sex 

typed activities named for mother and father .. 

Results 

Family Membership or Family Config~ 

uration Concept 

The six possible configurations which could be identi-

fied as "family" were: 

1. Mother; father, grandmother, grandfather, and 
child 

2. Grandmother and grandfather 

3. Mother and father 

4. Mother, father, and child 

5. Father and child 

6. Mother and child 

The various configurations were presented in.randomized 

order for each subject, and the child was asked, "Is this 

a family?" rrhe child's "yes" response to each configura-

tion was recorded, and these were added to yield a Total 
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Family Configuration Score (Part I, Appendix G). Seventy 

percent or more of all subjects could identify all possible 

configurations as family (Figure 2). Analys~s of variance 

indicated no significant effects in Total Family Configur-

. ation Scores due to sex, family type, or geographical loca

tion. Similarly, for the Oklahoma and Louisiana samples, 

where information was.available, there were no significant 

effects due to work status of the mother or number of sib-

lings. There were significant differences between the six 

family configurations identified as "family" by the total 

sample (x 2=32.9, 5df, 2_<.0001), by two-parent children 
2 . 2 

( x =14 .1, 5df, p_<. 01), and by one-parent 
1
children (x =21.1, 

5df, 2_<.001) (Figure 2). 

'l'he family configurations identified as "family" by 

the largest percentage of both two-parent and one-parent 

children were: 

1. Mother, father, grandmother, grandfather, and 
child 

2. Mother, father, and child 

These findings were similar to those of Moore (1977), whose 

research sample included children up to age 13, with the 

ex~eption that in Moore's study the grandmother and grand

father configuratt'on were identified as "family" more of-

ten than the father and child and mother and child. Ac-

cording to Moore (Personal Communication, 1978), it seemed 

that older children could more easily identify a family . 

configuration in ~hich one adult was missing. One example 
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of this is a single-parent child who said, "This is a 

lonely family, like my mother and me." 

30 

Father and child configurations were identified as 

families slightly more often than mother and child config~ . 

urations~ Children from mother and child families were 

no more likely than children from two-parent families to 

identify the mother and child configurations as family. 

In interpreting these findings, indications are that 

the majority of pre-operational children in this sample 

can identify a variety of family configurations as a ram- . 

ily. They may be focusing on size of the group or number 

of adults, or the major criteria may be ~hat there be an 
I 

adult of both sexes included in order to be a family. The 

investigator's experience with the subject interviews tends 

to support the latter hypothesis. When children were pre-

sented the father and child configuration and the mother 

and child configuration and asked whether these ·repre

sented· a family, the common response was, ''You need a 

mother" or "r_Phe daddy is missing." 

In any case, an important finding is that children 

. from single-parent families headed by mothers are no more 

likely to identify this configuration as "family" than 

children of two-parent families. It may be hypothesized 

that the child's own life experi:ence, if it is·at variance 

with the messages of the larger culture, may not be as 

potent as the message of the larger culture. 
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Dimensions Involved in Basic 

Family Definitions 

The responses to the following questions were classi-

fied according to the eight dimensions of family: 

7. What is a family? 

8. What is a mother? 

9. What is a father? 

10. Why do people have families? (Part II, 
Appendix G) 

It is important to note that the mean scores for the 

dimensions for this set of questions are not reliably com-

parable across dimensions since the likelihood of mention 

may not have been equal for all dimensions, although all 

questions provided an opportunity to record any dimension 

mentioned by the child. The information available con-

cerning the role played in the child's concept by the 

various dimensions is available only in analysis of group 

differences in frequency of mention of each dimension 

taken separately. 

No significant main effects were found for sex, 

mother's work statu~, or number of siblings in mention of 

the eight dimensions. Significant main effects for family 

type were found for some dimensions. These are discussed 

in th.is section .. For the total group of four basic fam-

ily concept questions, the "membership" dimension was 

mentioned the greatest number of times, followed by 



"biology" (Figure 3). Some examples of responses which 

lndleated member:Jhip are, "A family is a mother, a grand

mother, a daddy, and a grandaddy," and "Lots of people 

like moms and dads." In responding to the question, 48 

children mentioned "membership" once, 14 mentioned it. 

twice, and only 11 mentioned it as many as three times, 

while 25 children mentioned "biology" twice andl5 men

tioned it once (Table I). Some examples of responses 

classified as "biology" are as follows: "A daddy is a 

tall boy," and "A mother is a girl who has babies.·" 
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Least mentioned were the dimensions of i'legal factors," 

"social factors," and "co-residence." E~amples of respon

ses in these categories were:' 

1. Legal factors - "A mother is the person that mar

ried the daddy." 

2. Social factors "A daddy is the man that is sup-

posed to take care of the family." 

3. Co-residence -."A family lives together, all in 

one place." 

These findings are consistent with the Part I finding 

that children chose most often those configurations with 

the greatest number of people as "family." 

There was a significant difference (F=4.28, 3df, 

£<.05) in the mean number of dimensions mentioned in de

finlng "family," "mother," "father,". and "Why do people 

have families?" The highest mean number of dimensions 
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mentioned was 1.07 for "family" compared to the lowest 

mean for "Why people have families" (Table II). 

TABLE I 

FREQUENCY OF THE MENTION OF DIMENSIONS 
IN BASIC FAMILY CONCEPT 

· Dimension Total Number of Times Mentioned 
Responses 4 3 2 1 0 

Biology 69 1 0 25 15 43 
Co-residence 17 0 0 1 16 67 
Domestic Functions 27 0 3 4 10 67 
Emotions 41 0 1 4 30 49 
Guidance 25 0 2 5 9 68 
Legal Factors 7 0 0 1 5 78 
Membership 109 0 11 14 48 11 
Social Factors 6 0 0 1 4 79 

The low means for mention of specific· dimensions may 

have been partially related to the relatively high per

centage of children who responded "don't know" (27.4%) to 

"Why do people have families?" However, the highest per

centage of "don't know" responses (30.9%) was given for 

34 

"what is a family?," the question which also had the high

est number of responses (Table I) and the highest mean 
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number of dimensions mentioned. These results may also be 

a reflection of the wide variation in subjects' ability to 

verbalize. 

TABLE II 

AVERAGE NUMBER OF DIMENSIONS MENTIONED 
IN DEFINING BASIC CONCEPTS 

OF FAMILY 

Questions Total Mean -of Dimen-
Responses sions Mentioned 

7. What is a family? 84 1.07 
8. What is a mother? 84 .89 
9. What is a father? 84 .85 

10. Why do people have ., 79 families? 84 

Certain questions seemed to initiate or "call up" re

sponses in distinctive dimensi6ns (Figure 4). Mothers and 

fathers were defined in_terms of "biology," "domestic func-

tions," "membership," and "guidance of children." The 

only differences were that percentages of responses were 

higher for "mother," the most notable difference being in 

responses related to guidance of children. While 15.5% 

of the children defined mothers in terms of guidance, only 

6% defined "father" in terms of guidance. Children were 
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more likely to see fathers in terms of "membership" (26.1%), 

than mothers (14.3%). Some examples of responses coded for 

·"membership" are as follows: "A father. is the man. who went 

away and left the mom and kid." Responses coded in the 

"biology" d~mension for mothers and fathers are as follows: 

"Mommy is a girl and daddy is a boy." "Families" were most 

often defined in terms of "membership" and "co-residence." 

In describing "why people have families," children re

spo~ded most often in the "emotions" dimension, e.g.,· 

"You need a family so there'll be somebody to love you." 

Table III indicates the means for mention of each of the 

dimensions in responding to basic family 1 concept questions. 

While comparison across dimensions cannot be reliably made, 

some significant effects for family type in use of the 

eightdimensions were found. ~gle-parent family chil

dren mentioned "co-residence" signific~ntly less often 

(F=3.84, ldf, £<.05) than two-parent children. Also, the 

difference between single-parent and two-parent children 

in the frequency of mention of "membership" approached sig-

nificance (F=3.65, ldf, £<.06). Single-parent children 

were less likely to list various family members than two-

parent children. Thus, although "membership" appears to 

be the most frequently used dimension to define "family," 

the issue of "co-residence" or "living together".and "mem

bership," or "who is included," appears to be mentioned 

less often by children of single-parent families. 



Groups 

Boys (N=42) 

Girls (N=42) 

Single-Parent Children 
(N=42) 

Two-Parent Children 
(N=42) 

Mother Working* (N=38) 

Mother Not Working* 
(N=l8) 

0 Siblings*(N=20) 

1 Sibling* (N=24) 

2 Siblings* (N=l2) 

TABLE III 

MEANS FOR MENTION OF THE 
DIMENSIONS OF FAMILY 

Biology Co-residence 

.8810 .1667 

.7619 .2619 

.9524 .3095 

.6905 .1190 

.6053 .1842 

.4444 .2222 

.5500 .1500 

.7917 .2083 

.0833 .2500 

Domestic 
Functions 

~3095 

.3333 

.1905 

.4524 

.1579 

.3333 

.1500 

.1250 

··5000 

Emotions 

.4524 

.5238 

.4524 

.5238 

.5263 

.3889 

.7000 . 

.2917 

.5000 
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· Groups 

Boys (N=42) 

Girls (N=42) 

Single-Parent Children 
(N=42) 

Two-Parent Children 
(N=42) 

Mother Working* (N=38) 

Mother Not Working* 
(N=l8) . 

0 Siblings* (N=20) 

1 Sibling* (N=24) 

2 Siblings* (N=l2) 

*Data not available 

TABLE III (Continued) 

\ 

Guidance Legal \ 

Factors 

.3333 .0714 

.2619 .0952 

.3333 .0714 

.2619 .0952 

.1842 .0263 

.3889 .0000 

.1000 . .0000 

.4167 .0417 

.1667 .0000 

for.Austin, Texas. 

Membership 

1.2143 

1.3810 

1.1190 

1.4762 

1.1842 

1.4444 

1.5500 

1. 0833 

1.1667 

Social 
Factors 

. 0952 

.0476 

.0476 

.0952 

.0526 

0~556 

.0000 

.0833 

.0833 

w 
\0 



4·0 

Analysis of variance lndicated a significant interac-

tion between sex of the subject and the mother's working 

status when mentioning the dimension "emotion" (F=7.79, 

ldf, 2_<.007) (Figure 5). Boys of non-working mothers men

tioned emotions more often than did boys of working mothers. 

Girls of working mothers mentioned emotions more than did 

girl~ of non~wo~kingmothers. The question that most often 

elicited responses, noded for both boys and gi~ls with 

working and non-working mothers was, "why do people have 

families?" A tentative hypothesis suggested by this data 

is that the emotional relationship between family members 

may be more important to girls of working mothers, who may 
I 

I 

perceive their mothers as engaged in fewer domestic 

functions. 

Further analysis for each separate question in this 

section is being conducted as part of the larger research 

project. Data analyzed thus far and summarized here is 

for the set of questions 7-10. 

Dimehsions Involved.in Descr~ptions 

of Family Roles 

The responses to the following questions were classi-

fied according to the eight dimensions of family: 

11. What does a family do? 

12. What does a mother do? 

13. What does a father do? (Part II, Appendix G). 
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'rhere were "significant differences for the, total 

sample in the number of dimensions (0,1,2) which were 

identified for family, mothers, and fathers (x2=62.47, 4df, 

Q<.OOl), with the most dimensions mentioned for "what 

mothers do" (Table IV). The same pattern was found for 

single-parent children (x 2=38.81, 4df, 2_<.0001) and two

parent children (x 2=30.96, 4df, 2_<.0001). No significant 

differences by family type were found for the number o-f 

· dimensions mentioned. Thus, regardless of family type~ 

children described "what mothers do" in a wider variety of 

dimensions than fathers or family. 

For this set of quest:J_ons ,· there were no significant 

main effects for sex, geographical location, work status of 

the mother, or number of siblings in mention of any of the 

dimensions. Significant main effects for family type were 

found for the mention of "domestic functions" (F=5.82, ldf, 

£<.01) with two-parent children having the higher mean for 

"domestic functions." Further analysis of this data ~ill 

-be conducted for means for mention of each dimension for 

questions 11-13. 

An interpretation of this finding might be that cook-. 

ing, housecleaning, and working together in the home are 

activities children see the parents engaging in most often. 

Two-parent children may have higher means for mention of 

domestic functions because they are observing both parents 

performing domestic functions in the home. However, it is 
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important to note that ''domestic £uncti6ns" was the dimen

sion mentioned most by children of both family types. For 

all g;roups, "domestic functions" was followed by "guidance,'' 

e.g., "They spank you." 

11. 

1;2. 

13. 

TABLE IV 

FREQUENCY OF MENTION OF DIMENSIONS IN 
BASIC FAMILY ROLES 

Number of Mentions 
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Items 14, 15, and 16 totaled the activities ~9r mother, 

father, and family (Ta"t?le V). There were significant dif-

ferences in the number of activities children identified 

for mother and father (F=l4.92, ldf, £<.0002), more being· 

mentioned for mothers. Because question 11, "What does a 

family do?" was not asked of children in Austin, Texas, 

analysis of variance was used excluding those children for 

these three items, and significant· differences in number 

of activities were still found (F=6.72, 2df~ £<.001). 

TABLE V 

ACTIVITIES MENTIONED FOR MOTHER, 
FATHER, FAMILY 

Variable Total Number of Activities 
Responses 0 1 2 3 ij 

Mother 131 5 44 21 11 3 

Father 99 10 55 13 6 0 

Family* 55 15 30 8 3 0 

*Austin sample excluded. 

Further Exploration of Family 

Dimensions 

In order to further explore children's perceptions of 



45 

the family, selected areas were chosen for further explor-

ation, based on both findings and recommendations of 

Moore's (1977) earlier study. These particular areas in-

·elude co-residence, legal factors, guidance of children, 

;;tnd emotional interactions. Questions to probe the child's 

understanding of these areas were asked. The findings re-

lated to this further probing are summarized in this 

section. 

Further Exploration of Chilqren's 

Understanding of Co-residence 

Questions asked to c:t;lildren con.cern!tng co-residence 

are as follows: 

17. Can a family still be a family if they don't 
live together? 

18. Can a mother still be a mother if she doesn't 
live with her children? 

19. Can a father still be a father if he doesn't 
live with his children? 

Children's responses of "yes," "no," and "don't know" were 

recorded (Part III, Appendix G). These questions were de~ 

veloped after the Te~as interviews were conducted; there

fore, the Texas sample is not represented. 

Half of the children felt that families could be a 

family if they didn't live together and half did not 

(Table VI). A slightly higher number of children felt a 

mother was still a mother when not living with her chil

dren than was a father still a father when not living with 



17. 

18. 

19. 
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TABLE VI 

FURTHER EXPLORATION OF CHILDREN'S UNDER
STANDING OF CO-RESIDENCE 

Question Total Freguenc;y: of ResEonses 
Responses Yes No Don't Know 

Can a family still 
be a family if they 
don't live together? 

Total Sample* 56 28 28 0 

Single-Parent 
Children 28 17 11 0 

Two-Parent 
Children 28 12 1 16 0 

Can a mother still 
be a mother if she 
doesn't live with 
her children? 

Total Sample* 56 37 19 0 

Single-Parent 
Children 28 21 7. o· 
Two-Parent 
Children 28 17 11 0 .. 

Can a father still 
be a father if he 
doesn't live with 
his children? 

Total Sample* 56 34 21 1 
Single-Parent 
Children 28 20 8 0 
Two-Parent 
Children 28 15 13). 0 

*Children in Austin, Texas were not asked these 
questions. 
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his children. Children of single-parent families responded 

"yes" more often on all three questions. In previous ques-

tions coded for the dimension "co-residence," this dimen-

sian was mentioned very few times. Two-parent ·children 

did mention it significantly more often which would indi

cate that the idea of "living together" may not be as im

porfantfor single-parent children. If itcan be assumed 

· that a correct response to these questions indicates a 

higher level concept, e.g., a mother maintains her rela-

tionship to the child regardless of the place of residence, 

then single-parent children may have a more sophisticated 

or higher level of understanding of the complexities of 

family relationships. 

·Further Exploration of Children's 

Understanding of Legal Factors 

20. What does it mean to get married? 

21. What does it mean to get divorced? 

22. What is a husband? 

23. Can a man be a father and not a husband? 

24. What is a wife? 

25. Can a woman be a mother and not a wife? 

Children's responses were evaluated and coded as "correct," 
I 

''incorrect," or "don't know" (Part III, Appendix G). 

Only 14 children gave a correct response t6 .the ques~ 

tion, "What does it mean to get married?" (Table VII). A 

total of 68 children either responded incorrectly or 
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21. 

22. 

23. 

24. 

25. 

TABLE VII 

FURTHER EXPLORATION OF CHILDREN'S UNDER
STANDING OF LEGAL FACTORS 

Total 
Question 'Responses Correct Incorrect 

What does it mean 
to get married? 84 14 35 

What does it mean 
to get divorced?* 56 4 8 

What is a husband? 84 8 54 

Can a man be a father 
and not a husband? 84 39 26 

What is a wife? 84 10 51 

Can a woman be a 
mother and not a 
wife? 84 40 26 

*Children in Austin, Texas were not asked this question. 

Don't Know Didn't Ask 

33 2 

44 28 

22 0 

4 15 

23 0 

5 13 
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or answered "I don't know." Examples of incorrect ·,re- · 

sponses are "You have a baby" and "It means you're a 

grownup." Even fewer children gave any response when 

asked to define divorce. Only 12 children even attempted 

an answer, and only four were considered correct •. Of the 

four children answering this question'corre~tly, three 

were children from single-parent families an~ one was .from 

.a two..;.parent family. 

Only eight out of 84 children could correctly define 

"husband." Of the 54 incorrect answers, a very common 

response was, "It's a daddy." Only 10 children could cor

rectly define a wife, with the common iqco~rect response 

of 51 children being, "It's a mommy." This data suggests 

that pre-op'erational children do not yet understand the 

meaning of legal relationships such as marriage, husband, 

and wife. Consistent with egocentric thinking, their use 

of "daddy" and "mommy" as synonymous with. "husband" and.· 

"wife" indicates that children define their parents in 

relationship to them rather than in terms of any relation-

ship to another person which may exist. Question 23, "Can 

~ man be a father and not a husband?" and question 24, 

"Can a woman be a mother and not a wife?" were quite con

fusing to most children of this developmental level., 

Both questions received a high number of "yes" answers 

which were coded as "correct"; however, it is our opinion 

that.children simply guessed when answering this question, 

and most guesses were a nod of the.head to indicate a 



"yes" answer. As interviews were conducted, confusio:p-and 

frustration were observed when asked this question, after 

answering "What is a husband?" and "What is a wife?" in-

correctly. Therefore, after testing several subjects~ it 

was decided that if .children answered questions defining 

husband and wife incorrectly, they would not be asked 
~· '-)/ . 

qu~stions 23 and ~4. The appropriateness of these ques-

tions with pre~operational children is questionable. 

From this group of questions probing how much chil-

dren know about legal factors, findings indicate that these 

are not understood or are simply not important to children 

at this cognitive level. These findings 1 are supported by· 

the earlier findings that "legal factors" were almost 

never mentioned in de.finining family. 

Pre-oper~tional children seem to understand the def~ 

initions.of roles of mother and father much better than 

· they understand any legal aspects such as husband and 

wife. Cowan (1978, p. 129) states, "pre-conceptual chil

dren·have great difficulty representing and mentally co

ordinating simultaneous transformations of two or more 

dimensions." The children may not, therefore, be able to 

see a mother as a wife also, or a father as a husband also. 

In identifying the sample of mother and child fami

lies in Oklahoma, approximately 10 pairs out of the fir·st 

24 were eliminated due to a male adult of non-legal rela~ 

tionship living in the home. Because pre-operational 

children place so little importance on legal factors, it 
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' is the hypothesis of this author that the legal relation-

ship of an adult male living in the ho~e is of little or 

no importance to the pre-operationai child. What is im

portant is the present relationship the child has with 

this person, or what they presently see and feel in their 

immediate environment. 

Further Exploration of Children's 

Understanding of Guidance 

The questions concerning the guidance of child~en 

are as follows: 

26. Who talks to children when th~y do naughty 
things? 

27. Who talks to children when they do nice things? 

Possible answers that could be coded for responses include 

. "mother," "father," "both," "other," or "don't know" 

(Part III, Appendix G). 

Results for the total sample indicated tha~ those 

who talked to children when they were naughty ~ere "~oth

ers and fathers" followed by "mothers" only (Table VIII). 

Both mothers and fathers were also seen as talking to 

children when they did something nice. ~Others" were 

mentioned next of·ten as talking to children when they 

.had done nice things. Children of two-parent families 

felt that both mother and father talked to them when they 

were naughty, while children of single-parent families 

saw mothers only, as talking to them when they were 



26. 

.· 27. 

Question 

Who talks ~o chil-
dren when they do 
naughty things?* 

Total Sample 
Single-Parent 
Children 
Two-Parent 
Children 

Who talks to chil-
dren when they do 
nice things?* 

Total Sample 

Single-Parent 
Children 

Two-Parent 
Children 

TABLE VIII 

·FURTHER EXPLORATION OF CHILDREN'S UNDER
STANDING OF GUIDANCE 

Total Freguenc;y of 
Responses Mother Father Both 

56 13 6 20 

28 10 2 7 

28 3 4 13. 

56 10 7 16 

28 3 5 5 

28 7 2 11 

*Children in Austin, Texas were not asked these questions. 

Res2onse 
Other Don't Know 

11 6 

7 2 

4 4 

15 8 

11 4 

4 4 

\J1 
1\) 



were naughty. Two-parent children again saw both parents 

talking to them when they had· done something nice, while 

children of single-parent families saw "others" as talking 

to them when they had done something nice. The "other" 

mentioned for question 27 often.consisted of teachers, 

friends, and siblings, not fathe.rs. Single-parent chil-

dren in this sample seemed to see mothers as more invol~ed 

·. with discipline and less involved with positive reinforce-

ment for "nice" behavior, compared to two-parent children 

who saw both parents as agents of discipline and rein~ 

forcers of "nice" behavior. This finding is supported by 

the previous finding that. children mentloned the dimension 

·"guidance of children" more often in reference to mothers 

than in reference to fathers. 

When asked the aforementioned questions, many chil

dren first responded by naming the guidance technique 

such. as "They whip rile," or "You get kissed.'' The chil

dren seemed to need to define the behavior which was 

"naughty" or "nice" before they could identify the per-

sons associated with the. behavior. 

Further Exploration of Children's Under-

· · f3~anding of Emotional Interactions 

Questions concerning emotional interactions are as 

·follows: 

28. How do people in families make each other 
feel happy? . 



29. How do people in families make each other 
feel sad?' 
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Children's actual responses were first recorded for these 

open-ended questions, then the author and two other re-

searchers independently established categories for respon

ses and found that they could reach agreement. These 

categories are as follows: 
. 

Material Thirtgs - The child mentions the giving or 

withholding of material items. 

·Family Functions/Activities - The child refers to 

participating in family activities and routines. 

Feelings - The child's answer includes expressing or 

not expressing feelings. 

Rules - The child makes reference to following or 

not following rules. 

Physical Contact - The child mentions acting or not 

acting in a physical manner. 

Membership - The child makes reference to belonging 

or not belonging to the group. 

Autonomy/Independence - The child mentions allowing 

or not allowing independent behavior. 

The answers were scored for the presence or absence of 

these dimensions. The child's response was classified in 

one of these categories, or was classified in "other," 

"don't know," or "didn't ask." 

Feelings seem to be an important aspect in emotional 

interactions (Table IX). When asked how people in families 



make each other feel happy, children mentioned feelings, 

e.g., "They love you and want you," and next often, ma

terial goods, e.g., "They give you candy and presents." 

When asked how people in families make each other. feel 

sad, children mentioned feelings, e.g., "They hate you," 

and next often,.ph~sical contact, e.g., "They hit you." 

These findings are consistent with the earlier findings 
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·that when asked why people have families, children men

tioned emotions most often. . The· caring and loving aspect 

of why one has a family and how they make each other feel 

is recognized as important by children at this develop

mental level. 

Fl~xibility of Fa~ily Role C6ncepts 

In'order to define how flexible childreri's con6epts of 

mother and father were, a group 6f questions to explore 

this flexibility were asked. The investigator wished to 

note whether the changes in society's definition of the 

mot. her role and the father role has had an influence on 

how children perceive these roles. Childr~n were first 

asked a group of questions concerning whether a mother or 

a father can perform an activity considered to typically 

be performed by a member of the opposite sex. A second 

group of items were related to previously asked.questions, 

"What does a father do?" and "What does a mother do?" to 

check for child~eri's use of cross-sex typed activities. 



TABLE IX 

FURTHER EXPLORATION OF CHILDREN'S UNDER
STANDING OF EMOTIONAL INTERACTIONS 

Frequency of Responses 
Classified in Each 
Categor;y: 

~ ~ ~ ::u 'i:l ;3: ;t::> t:1 t:1 
I» I» CD ~ ::r CD ~ f-Jo 0 
ct" s CD I-' (c:l & ct" 0.. ::I 
CD f-Jo I-' CD CJl 0 :::s -li I-' 1-'• CJl .f-Jo CD ::I - ct" 
1-'• (c:l ::I 0 li 0 ct" 
I» (J'q I» CJl s :;:.;: 
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0 
ct" 
::r 
CD 
li 

Question Total I-' ~ CJl I-' ::r (c:l ~ :::~· 

28. How do people 
in.families 
make each 

Responses. c;l 
0 
0 
0.. 
CJl 

~ 
::I 
0 
ct" 
f-Jo 
0 
::I 
(/l 

f-Jo CJl 0 
(") 'd ~ :E! 
0 
::I 
ct" 
I» 
0 
ct 

. other feel 
happy? 84 16 19 34 6 6 8 8 . 1 9 8 

29. How do people 
in families 
make each 
other feel 
sad?* 56 1 4. 21 5 15 7 4 29 8 0 

*Children in Austin, Texas were not asked this 
question. 

Questions concerning the flexibility of family role 

concepts are as follows: 

30. Can a father db all the housecleaning? 

31. Can a mother fix the car when it needs it? 

32. Is a father still a father if he does all 
the housecleaning? 
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33. Is a mother still a mother if she fixes the 
car when it needs it? 
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Children's responses of "yes," "no," "didn't ask," "don't 

know," and "why or why not?" were recorded (Part IV, Ap

pendix G). Table X indicates responses for the total 

sample as well as family type. There was no significant 

difference in responses by family type. 

More children of both family types said that a father 

can do all the housecleaning than said that a mother can 

fix the car. Many children who said a father can not 

do all the housecleaning explained, "No, mothers have to 

do that." These questions concerning flexibility were the 
I 

original questions asked by M6ore (1977). It is the opin

ion of this investi~ator that the tasks of housecleaning 

and fixing a car require different levels of skill. A 

more equal pair of tasks, e.g., housecleaning for the 

feminine activity and mowing the grass for the masculine 

activity, might be more comparable. Children may have 

been able to see fathers in the housecleaning task more 

easily than mothers in the car repair task because house~ 

cleaning does not seem to require the level of skill that 

.fixing a car would. Also, since children appear to be 

more aware of domestic functions, they might more easily 

compare two more common domestic functions. 

These findings seem to indicate that it is more ac-

ceptable for a father to participate in an activity usu-

ally performed by the opposite sex than for a mother to 



TABLE X 

FLEXIBILITY OF FAMILY ROLE CONCEPTS 

Questions Total Freguenc~ of Res2onses 
Responses Yes No Don't Know Didn't 

30. Can a father do all 
the housecleaning? 

Total Sample 84 52 30 2 0 

Two-Parent 
Children 42 25 16 1 0 

Single-Parent 
Children 42 27 14 1 0 

31. Can a mother fix the 
car when it needs it? 

Total Sample 84 36 45 3 0 

Two-Parent 
Children 42 16~ 23 3 0 

Single-Parent 
Children 42 20 22 0 0 

Ask 

\11 
o:> 



Questions 

32. Is a father still a 
father if he does all 
the housecleaning? 

Total Sample 

Two-Parent 
Children 
Single-Parent 
Children 

33. Is a mother still a 
mother if she fixes 
the car? 

Total Sample 

Two-Parent 
Children 

Single-Parent 
Children · 

TABLE X (Continued) 

Total Freguenc;t of Res2onses 
Responses Yes No Don't Know Didn't 

84 77 5 2 0 

42 4-0 2 0 0 

42 37 3 2 0 

84 68 8 6 2 

42 33 5 4 0 

42 35 3 2 2 

Ask 

Vl 
\0 
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do this. All but five children said that if the father 

did do all the housecleaning, he would still be a father. 

More children felt that a mother cannot fix the car when 

it needs to be fixed. When asked, "Why not?" children 

answered, "Yo~ take it to a garage," or "She doesn't know 

how." All but eight children thought that the mother was 

still a mother if she fixed the car. Therefore, according 

to this data, these children maintain a more flexible con

cept of the father role than they do for the mother role. 

Qu~stions 32 and 33 concerning whether a mother or 

father changes identity when performing an·atypical task, 

is. testing the child's ability to maintain identities when 

roles are changed. According to Piagetian theory, pre-

conceptual children generally do not see things or people 

as having a core and consistent identity over time (Cowan, 

1978). This sample of pre-operational children were 

sophisticated in their ability to maintain the identity 

of the mother or father, even when they performed an 

atypical task. 

The Assignment of Cross-Sex 

Typed Activities 

Moore (1977) analyzed questions 34 and 35 by scoring 

as cross-sex typed any activity mentioned fdr a ~other 

other than caretaker for the family. Ahy act~vity men-

tioned for the father other than sole prOvider for the 

I 

./ 
._;. 
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family was scored as cross-sex typed. In this study, we 

used Moore's system of analysis, hereinafter referred to 

as Scoring System 1, and developed a new scoring sytem 

hereinafter referred to as Scoring System 2. Using Scor

ing System 1, significant differences were found in the 

cross-sex typed activities mentioned for mothers and 

fathers for the total sample (x 2=B.2, ldf, £<.004), and 

differences approached significance for two-parent chil-

2 2 dren (x =5.2, ldf, ~<.06), and one-parent children (x =3.3, 

ldf, ~<.06). All groups mentioned more cross-sex typed 

activities for fathers. No significant differences accord-

ing to family type in the cross-sex typihg of activit~es 

was found. 

Items 36 and 37 totaled the number of cross-sex typed 

activities mentioned. Scoring System 1 produced a ~ignif~ 

icant difference in the number of cross-sex typed activi

. ties mentioned for mother and father for the total sample 

2 (x =8.9, 2df, ~<.01). A total of 21 children mentioned 

one or more cross-sex typed activities for mother, while 

39 children mentioned one or more cross-sex typed activ-

ities for father. There were no significant differences 

in number of activities mentioned for mothers and fathers 

by children from single-parent families (x 2=3.48, 2df, 

~< .. 17). Of 42 single-parent children, 32 did not mention 

any cross-sex typed activities for the mother and 25 did 

not mention any cross-sex typed activities for the father. 
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For children of two-parent families, there was a signifi-

cant difference in the number of cross-sex typed. activi

ties mentioned for mothers and fathers, with significantly 

more children mentioning cross-sex typed activities (x2= 

5.7, 2df, 2_<.05) for fathers. 

In developing the new scoring method, Scoring System 

2, all actual answers given by the children to the ques-

tions, "What does a mother do?" and "What does a father 

do?" were listed beside a seven priint scale, ranging from 
'';t· ·, 

most masculine to most feminine. The standardization 

group was composed of 100 college students, 50 males and 

50 females, enrolled in class~s in Family Relations and 

Child Development at Oklaho~a State University. These 

students were asked to rate the parental activities ac-

cording to masculinity and femininity. One-half of the 

sample was asked to begin with item 1 and work through to 

item 64. The other half was asked to begin with item 64 

and work to item 1. Subjects were told to rate thes.e 

activities as they felt that the typical American parent 

would rate them. The Masculinity-Feminity Activity Scale 

is located in Appendix H. 

The mean and standard deviation for each activity is 

shown in Figure 6. The mean for the total scale was 4.24. 

The activities appearing on the scale were classified as 

follows: activities between one and three were classified 

as masculine, those l;>etween three and five were classified 

as neutral, and activities between five and seven were 
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Figure 6. Means and Standard Deviations for· 
Placement of Parental Activities 
on Masculinity/Femininity Scale. 
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classified as feminine. The mean for each activity and. 

the areas into which they fell are shown in Table XI. 

Figure 7 indicates the significance of the variation 

of each item, beginning with those activities with the 

greatest amount of variation. The means for the male and 

female answers are shown, albng with a total mean for the 

question. Males and females varied significantly at the 
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. 01 .·level when rating the following activities:. fights, 

play:> :;port:;, drives a car, makes money,. mows grass, and 

gets wood. Males and females varied significantly at the 

.05 level when rating the following activities: spanks, 

eats, wakes up the child, rakes ,leaves, sa~esman, and 

teach~s~ These particular activities fall along the mas

culine side of the scale. This may indicate an uncertainty 

or disagreement between males and females pertaining to mas

culine activities. 

Figure 8 displays the coefficients of variance for 

males and females for each particular activity. Thes~ 

are placed ln order of significance of variation. 

A.test was run to consider sex bias in the 64 activ

i tlerJ. Analysis of variance indicated significant differ-

encies in the rating of these activities (F=20.l, ldf, · 

~<.0001) as masculine or feminine according to sex of the 

rater. Females tended to rate feminine items as more fem

inine than males did and males rated masculine items as 

more masculine than females did. 
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39. 
44. 
57. 
61. 
37. 
54. 
45. 
51. 
52. 

53. 
46. 

TABLE XI 

ITEMS ON THE MASCULINITY/FEMININITY 
ACTIVITY SCALE 

i1asculine Items Feminine 

Welds 20. Has babies 
vlorks on G.B.'s l. Puts on makeup 
Feeds cows 24. Makes clothes 
Mows grass 41. Plans food 
Gets wood 35. Makes the beds 
Fixes stuff 11. Washes the clothes 
Salesman 22. Feeds you 
Rakes leaves 16. Puts plants in vase 
Makes you strong 4. Cleans house 
Lives with a mother 3. Cooks 
and a child 23. Buys clot}fes 
Plays sports 
Canoes 

Items 

13. 
12. 

33. 
31. 
21. 

38. 
30. 

27. 

14. 

Washes dishes 
Takes care of 
you 
Stays home 
Screams 
Wakes up the 
child 
Works·at home 
Goes to the 
store 
Makes kids 
pick up 
Types 

0'\ 
U1 



56. 
2. 

36. 
42. 
43. 
62. 

7. 
28. 
32. 
48. 
55. 
17 .. 
15. 
18. 
49. 
5. 

10. 

TABLE XI (Continued) 

Makes money 
Goes to work 
Fights 
Reads papers 
Paints 
Polishes shoes 
Spanks 
Helps father 

Neutral Items 

Hits my brother 
Protects ch1ldren 
Drives a car 
Watches T.V.· 
Eats 
Tests somebody 
Studies 
Swims 
Gets something 
down for you 

60. 

7. 
50. 

9. 
19. 
34. 
47. 
59. 
58. 
63. 
64. 
25. 

8. 
29. 
26. 

Does not go to 
schoor--
Goes to school 
Works in the 
garden 
Helps 
Loves you 
Plays 
Checks the mail 
Goes to church 
Helps mother 
Teaches 
Spends money 
They're nice 
Tucks you in bed 
Takes you to school 
Raises a child 

0\ 
0\ 
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The actual scoring of questions 34 and 35 was con

ducted in the following manner. The activities a child 

listed for questions 12 and 13 were noted. If the answer 

to question 12, "What does a mother-.·do?" was an activity 
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labeled as masculine, the answer was then considered to be 

cross...;sex typed. If the answer to question 13, "What does 

a father do?" was an activity labeled feminine, the answer 

was considered to be cross-sex typed. If the answer was 

in any other category, for either question, it was consid-

ered to not be a cross-sex typed activity. 

Scoring System 2, a more re~trictive system, defined 

no cross-sex typed activities for mothers. Of 84 children, 

17 mentioned cross-sex typed activities for fathers, 12 

from two-parent families, and only five from single-

parent families. One major difference in this scoring 

system and Scoring System 1 is the classification of 

"works" as a neutral ac.ti vi ty by Scoring System 2. More 

cross..,..sex typed activities for mothers would have been 

coded had "works" been defined as a masculine activity by 

Scoring System 2. 

In comparing the two scoring systems in identifying 

cross~sex typed activities, f6r fathers there were signif-

icant differences between System 1 and System 2, in the 

number of cross-sex typed activities mentioned by the 

total sample (x2=14.3, ldf, £.<.0002), two-parent children 

(x 2=6.2, ldf, £<.01), and sirigle-parent children (x2=8.8, 
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ldf, E_<.002). In all cases, System 1 produced more cross ... 

sex typed activities for fathers. 

Scoring System 2, even though more restrictive, would 

seem to be a more empirical method of labeling activities 

as masculine or feminine. The rating by the standardiza

tion group was done for the actual responses children gave 

to qu~stions concerning parental roles. The grouping into 

masculine,· neutral,. and feminine was agreed upon by sev

eral researchers. Classifying fathers as sol~ providers 

for the family and mothers as caretakers for the family 

may be inappropriate for today' s society. Nevertheless., 

Scoring System 1 and Scoring S¥stem 2 bo~h resulted in few 

or no cross-sex typed activities formotf).ers, and both 

produced cross-sex typed activities for fathers. 

From this study of children's assignment of cross-sex 

typed activities to mothers and fathers, one may conclude 

that children are maintaining very traditional views of 

parental roles. The hypothesis that children of sin~le

parent mothers view the mother's role in a less traditional 

way is not suppo~ted by the finding that children see 

mothers engaging in few cross-sex typed activities. Chil

dren answered the questions, "What does a mother do'?", 

"What does a father do?", and "What does a family do?", 

usin~ the dimension "domestic functions." The act~vities 

children seem to take note of are the actual things par

ents do in the home. Mothers are observed cooking and 



cl0au:tnp;, while fatherG help with the household chores 

and go to "wor•k." A conclusion concerning how pre

operational children assign roles to family members is 

that they assign these roles to mothers and f~thers on 
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the basis of what they observe in their immediate environ

ment. If this is the case, the logical outcome of trying 

to determine whether children assign cross-sex· typed 

activities to parents will result in their assigning cross

sex typed activities to fathers and not mothers, since 

domestic functions are basically classified as feminine 

activities. 



CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

Summary 

Purpose and Methods of the Stud~ 

The purpose of this study was to describe how pre

operational children perceive the family. The differences 

in family membership (Family Configurati~n Concept), dimen

sions involved in basic family definitions and roles, and 

flexibility of family role concepts were explored in regard 

to difference in: (a) geographical location, (b) family 

type, (c) sex, and where possible, (d) mother's work status, 

and (e) number of siblings. The sample was comprised of 

84 children, ranging in age from three to_six years, from 

Austill:, Texas; Ruston, Louisiana; and Stillwater, Oklahoma. 

The children were equally divided by sex and by single

parent fami.lies and two-parent families. The sample was 

first class~fied as pre-operational using a Piagetian based 

Cognitive Developmental Level Test which included tech

niques previously used by Bernstein and Cowan (1975), 

Koocher (1972), and Moore (1977). Children so classified 

were then given the Family Concept Interview (Appendix C). 
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Hesult.s 

In the preparation of the study, four research que~-

tions were formulated. Following are the major results 

related to the research questions: 

1. Of a number of possible family configurations,. 

which configurations are most often defined as "family"? 

The family configurations identified as "family" by 

the largest percentage of both two-parent and one-parent 

children were: 

a. Mother, father, grandmother, grandfather, and 
child 

b. Mother, father, and child 

Seventy pe~cent or more of all subjects could identify all •· 

possible configurations as a family. Children from 

mother-child families were no more likely than children 

from two-parent families to identify the mother-child con-

figuration as family. 

2. What are the dimensions which ~hildren use to 

·define family members and describe family roles? Are some 

dimensions used more frequently than oth~rs? 

The dimension mentioned most often by children 

concerning the basic family definitions was "membership:," 

followed by "biology." Least mentioned were the dimensions 

of "legal factors," "social factors," and "co-residence." 

Significant main effects for family type were found for 

the mention of "domestic functions," with two-parent 
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children mentioning it more often. There was a significant 

difference in the mean number of dimensions mentioned in 

defining "family," "mother," "father," and "why do people 

have families?" The highest mean number of dimensions 

·.mentioned was 1.07 for "family" compared to the lowest 

mean for "Why people have families." Mothers and fathers 

were defined in terms of "biology," "domestic functions," 

· "membership," and "guidance of children." The only differ

ences were that percentages of resppnses were higher for 

"mother''; the most notable difference being in responses 

related to guidance of children. Single-parent children 

were less likely to list various family ~embers than two

parent children. Thus, although "membership" appears to 

be the most frequently used dimension to define "family," 

the issue of "co-residence" or "living together" and "mem

bership," or "who is included," appears to be mentioned 

lese often by children of single-parent families. 

In the further exploration of family dimensions 

(Part III, Appendix G), the following results were found. 

With regard to "co-residence," half of the children felt 

that families could be a family if they did not live to

gether, and half did not. A slightly higher number of 

children felt a mother was still a mother when not living 

with her children than was a.father still a father when 

not·living with his children. Children of single-parent 

families responded "yes" more often on all these questions. 

When questioned concerning their understanding of "legal 
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factors," only 14 children gave a correct response to the 

question, "What does it mean to get married?" ·A_ total of 

68 children either responded incorrectly or answered "I 

don't know." Even fewer children gave any response when 

asked to define divorce. Only 12 children even attempted 

an answer~ and only four were considered correct. Of the 

four children answering this question correctly, three were 

children from single-parent families and one was from a 

two-parent family. Only eight out of 84 children could 

correctly define "husband" and only 10 children could de

fine "wife." 

In the further exploration of children's understand

ing of "guidance," results for the total sample.indicated 

that those who talked to children when they were naughty 

were mothers and fathers, followed by mothers only. Both 

mothers and fathers were also seen as talking to children 

when they did something nice. "Other" people were men

tioned next often as talking to children when they had 

done nice things. Children of two-parent families felt 

that both mother and father talked to them when they were 

naughty, while children of single-parent families saw 

mothers only, as talking to them when they were naughty. 

Two-parent childr~n again saw both parents talking to 

them when they had done something nice, while children 

of single-parent families saw "others" as talking to them 

when they had done something nice. In regard to emotional 



lntc~r-;w t lonn' wl1ert asked how people in families make each 

other feel happy, children mentioned "feelings," followed 

by "material goods." When asked how people in·families 

make each other feel sad, children again mentioned "feel

ings," followed by "physical contact." 

3. Are there significant differences in the numbers 

of various family related activities ascribed to mother, 

father, and family? 

rrhere were significant differences in the number of 

dimensions identified for family, mothers, and fathers, 

wlth tho most dimensions mentioned for "what mothers do." 

'l'here was also a significant difference :+n the number of 

dimensions identified for family, mothers, and fathers for 

two-parent children, with most dimensions mentioned for 

mothers. No significant differences existed by family 

type for the number of dimensions mentioned. Regardless 

of family type, children described "what mothers do" in a 

wider variety of dimensions than fathers or family. There 

were significa.nt differences in the number of activities 

children identified for mother and father, with more activ

ities identified for mother. 

4. How flexible are children's concept of family 

roles? Is there a significant difference in children's 

identification of cross-sex typed activities for mothers 

and fathers? 

More children of both family types said that afather 

can do all the housecleaning than said that a mother can 
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fix the car. All but five children said that if a father 

did do all the housecleaning, he would still be a father. 

All but eight children thought that the mother was still a 

mother if she fixed the car. 

In the identification of cross-sex typed activities,· 

Scoring System 1 produced significant differences in the 

cross-sex typed activities mentioned for mothers and fa

thers for the total sample, and differences approached 

significance for two-parent children and one,...parent chil

dren. All groups mentioned more cross-sex typed activities 

for fathers. There was a significant differenc• in the 

number of cro~s-sex typed actiyities mentioned for mother 

and father for the total sample. A total of 21 children 

mentioned one or more cross-sex typed activities for mother, 

while 39 children mentioned one or more cross-sex typed 

activities for father. There were no significant differ

ences in number of activities mentioned for mothers and 

fathers by children from single-parent families. Of 42 

single-parent children, 32 did not mention any cross-sex 

typed activities for mother and 25 did not mention any 

cross-sex typed activities for the father. For children 

of two-parent families, there was a significant difference 

in the number of cross-sex typed activities mentioned .for 

mothers and fathers, with significantly more children 

mentioning cross-sex typed activities for tathers. · Scor

ing System 2, a more restrictive system, defined no 



cross-sex typed activities for mothers. Of 84 children, 

17 ment~oned cross-sex typed activities for fathers, 12 

from ·two-parent famlies, and only five from single-parent 
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familtes. Scoring System 1 and Scoring System 2 both re-

sul ted in fe·w or no cross-sex typed activities for mothers,. 

and both produced cross-sex typed activities for fathers. 

Conclusions 

Despite the rapid changes taking place today in fam-

ily 3tructure and function, youngest children, or children 

at the pre-operational level of cognition, appear to be 

maintaining fairly rigid and traditional 1 views in .their 

definitions of family. Results of the present study sup

port those of Moore (1977) that family composition appears 

to be defined normatively as at least two parents and a . . 
child, with one-parent/child families identified least 

often as families. In this study, mother/child families 

were the least often identified as families even by chil-

dren who lived.in this type of family. Cowan (1978, 

p. 130) comments, "we should remember that pre-conceptual 

_children are not usually bothered by the resulting fluctu-

ations and inconsistencies; from their point of view, 

that's just the way the world is arranged." 

Since over 70% of the sample identified all six con-

figurations as family, there may be need for further vali

dation of the research method by presentin~ to children 



some confi~urations (such as combinations of toys or in-

animate objects) which could not be considered families. 

Also, from the data of this study, it is not possible to 

determine whether children perceive that parents of op-
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posite sex need to be included, or just two adults and a 

child. Presenting children with more family configuration 

choices, e.g., two women or 'two men and a child would 

·further clarify the nature of the child's understahding of 

what it takes to have a family. In any case, it is im

portant· to note that children living in single-parent fam-

ilies appear to be defining family in much the same way 

as children in two-parent families. Children at this 
I 

stage of cognitive development may be so involved in de

fining and understanding the "regularities" of life (e.g., 

two parent/child families) that they may not yet be able 

to "accommodate" their concepts of family to their own life 

experience. 

Furthermore, while seeing mother's activities in more 

family dimensions, children from both two-parent and 

sinEle-parent families in this study were more likely to 

see mothers in very traditional ways, while seeing fathers 

in more cross-sex typed activities. We believe that since 

children use directly observable phenomena as the basis 

for the formation of concepts at the pre-operational level, 

children understand mothers and fathers in terms of what 

is observed at home and in interaction with the child. 
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Since "domestic functions" was an important part of chil

dren's definitions of mother and father, and domestic rune-

tions is usually considered a feminine activity, it follows 

that research attempts to determine cross-sex typed activ

ities for mothers and fathers may result in classification 

of cross-sex typed activities for fathers, and not for 

mothers. Interestingly, this appears to be the o~posite 

situation in regard to many adult perceptions of male/ 

female roles in today's society. 

Children at this cognitive level seem to understand 

little about roles which parents play outside the home 

and children have little chance to observe. Subjects in· 
' I 

this study used the same dimensions to define-mothers and 

fathers~-biology, membership, domestic functions, and 

guidance. To use these dimensions to summarize pre-

operational children's perceptions of mothers and fathers, 

we might say that children perceive mothers and fathers as 

"adults of a particular sex who live together with chil-

dren, perform domestic functions and take care of chil~ 

dren." Implications of this would be that for young 

children, the additional activities and roles which either 

_parent assumes outside the home may not essentially change 

the pre-operational child's perception of that parents' 

roles and functions. 

One of the purposes of this study was to further ex~ 

plore and validate the usefulness of\the approach of 
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·classifying children's perceptions of the family according 

to the eight dimensions of "family" suggested by Moore 

(1977). Results indicate that children's responses can be 

classified in this manner, and further, that those dimen-

sions most salient fcir pre-operational children appear to 

be "membership, "biology," "domestic functions," and "guid-

ance." Those least salient are the dimensions which appear 

to be related to higher levels of social dognition, i.e., 

"legalfactors," and "social factors." Further research 

with children at different cognitive ievels, or a longi

.tudinal study will be necessary to support the hypothesis. 

that there is a developmental progression ln the impact 
I 

and salience of these dimensions of family for children. 

·For example, at what point will children become aware of 

social convention to a sufficient degree to be concerned 

about the presence of a live-in m~le of non-legal r~la-

tionship in their home? 

No significant effects due to sex of child, geograph-

ical location, mother's work status, or number of siblings 

was fo~nd for most of the dependent variables in this 

study. Effects due to family type suggest that althbu~h 

two-parent and single-parent children.have similar percep

tions of fam:l.ly and mother and father, single-parent chil-

dren may be less concerned than two-parent children with 

"membership" criteria, "who lives together." 
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~ugecstions for Further Research 

'l'his study .. was an initial attempt to further define 

and describe the pre-operational child's perception of 

·"family" usinga basic social and anthropological framework 

suggested by Moore (1977). While providing a beginning 

point for describing the pre-operational child's concept 

of family, results ofthis study suggest more research 

questions than they answer. Further research in the fol

lowing areas is suggested: 

1. When presenting the family configurations to 

children for their decision of whether the grouping rep

resents a family, several othe~ grouping~ should be added 

to the ones presented. A group composed'of items that 

could in no way be labeled "family," e.g., a t~ee, a ball, 

.and a dog, would determine whether the child is respond::i.ng 

''yes" to all configurations being presented. A configur~ 

tion composed of two women and a child or two men and a 

child would be helpful in determining whether the child 

· feels the family must have an adult of both sexes in the. 

rarrllly. 

2. ·Difficulty was experienced in distinguishing be

tween the dimensions "co-residence" and· "membership" when 

coding certain answers,. e.g., "A daddy lives with a mommy 

and a ·child." In coding such a response, it is diffic:ult 

to determine whether the response should be coded for 

"membership"--daddy, mommy, child, or "co-residence"--lives 
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with. Further research in delineating the dimension "mem-

bership" and "co-residence" is needed. 

3. In developing Scoring System 2, the standardiza-

tion group for establishing children's responses as "mas

culine sex-typed" or "feminine sex-typed" was 100 univer-

sity students. Having pre-operational children serve as a 

standardization group and comparing ratings of adults and· 

. young children would aid in the establishment of an empir-

ical method for rating masculine and feminine activities. 

There is currently no valid and reliable system for rating 

activities as masculine or feminine sex-typed. 

4. Since it appears to be relatively ea~y to identify 
I 

samples of mother/child single-parent families with a male 

adult of non-legal relationship living in the home, a 

sample of these family types should be included in further 

research, as well as samples of other non-traditional ram.:. 

ily forms such as group families. 

5. Several questions included .in the research instru~ 

ment appear to be inappropriate for children of pre

operational research samples. Question '23, "Can a man be 

a father and not a husband?" and 25, "Can a woman be a 

mother and not a wife?" appear to be too difficult for 

young children. These questions should be retained for 

samples of older children. .As previously discussed, re-

vlnionn should be made in Questions 30 and 31 so that·they 

would reflect atypical, but more comparable domestic tasks. 
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:)ul:':l:':eu Llona rn:tg;lit be to change these quegtions as follows: 

"Can a father do ~11 the housecleaning?" and "Can a mother 

mow the grass?" 

6. Research methodologies which would be less de-

pendent on children's verbalizations would be desirable. 

The researchers are acutely aware that children's words are 

not be be equated with concepts. The conceptual notions 

underlying the pre-conceptual child's use of words have 

very different structures from the same words used by 

adults (Cowan, 1978). 

1. Certainly, research studies with children of dif

ferent cognitive levels, or preferably, longitudinal stud-
1 . 

ies are needed in order to be able to trace the development 

of the child's concept of family. 

Hopefully, this study will serve as a catalyst to 

others in developing a body of knowledge which will help 

parents, teachers, counselors, and others who care about 

children to help them grow in healthy.ways in these rapidly 

chanp;ing times. 
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' APPENDIX A 

DESCRIPTION OF THE SAMPLE 
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Location 

1\untin, Texas 

Stillwater, Oklahoma 

Huston, Louisiana 

TABLE XII 

SAMPLE DESCRIPTION 

Single- Two-Parent 
Parent 

7 boys 7 boys 

7 girls 7 girls 

7 boys 7 boys 

7 girls 7 girls 

7 boys 7 boy~ 

7 girls 7 girls 

Total 

90 

Totals 

28 

28 

28 
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APPENDIX B 

COGNI'riVE DEVELOPMENTAL LEVEL TEST. · 

I~ . 
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[nvesti~ator: "I have two balls of clay for you to 

look at." Place before the child two balls of clay of 

equal size. Ask the child, "Are the balls o~ clay the 

same size?" If the child does not feel that the balls are 

equal, ask the chl.ld, "Which one is bigger?" Take a lit

tle off of the bigger one and place it on the smailer one 

until the child agrees that they are the same. Then in 

front of the child roll one of the balls out into a sau

nar:e ::!tape. Now ank the child, "Are they still the same 

~:>lze?" Yes, "How do you know?" No, "Which one is bigger?" 

Scorin~: When the one ball of clay is rolled out into a 

sausage shape the.pre-operational child will say they are 

·not equal. The concrete operational child will.be able to 

say that they are still equal. 

Number 

Investigator: Place before the child four reddisks 

in a row and then Just below that row in·one-to-one corres

poridence another row of four blue disks. Ask the child, 

"Do these two rows have the same number of disks?" Then 

the investigator will take the red row of disks and put 

them into a pile in front of the child. Now ask the child, 

"Do th<')y st :i 11 have the same number?" Yes, "How do you 

know?il No, "What one has more?" 



Scoring: The pre-operational child will not be able to 

say the rows are the same after one has been made into a • 

pile. The concrete operational child will be able to say 

that they are the same even after the shape has changed. 

Volume 

Investigator: Place before the child two beakers of 

~ater, the same size beakers and the same amount of water 

tn each. Ask the child, "Do these two beakers have the· 

name amount of water?". If the child doesn't think they 

are equal ask the child, "Which one has more?" Adjust 
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the beakers until the child agrees that they are the same. 

In front of the child pour one beaker of.water into a 

taller and smaller cyclinder type container, than ask the 

ch:Ud, "Do they st:ill have the same amount of water?" 

Yen, "llow.do you know?" No, "Which one has more?" 

Scoring: The pre-operational child will not be able to 

say that the amount of water is equal after the shape has 

been changed. The concrete operational child will be able 

to agree they are still equal even after the shape has been 

changed. 



APPENDIX C 

PAMILY CONCEPT INTERVIEW 
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1. Is this a family? (Present six family grou~ings in 
random order) 

a. Mother·, !•'ather, Child, Grandmother, Grandfather 

h. til'andmother, Grandfather 

c. Mother, Father 

d. Mother, Father, Child 

e. Mother, Child 

f. Father, Child 

2. What is a family? What do you have to haveto have 
a family? 

3. What is a mother? 
IJ. 
r·
:>· 

6. 
*7. 

B. 

What is a father? 

What does a mother do? 

What does a father do? 
What does a family do? 

Why do people have families? 
I 
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Can a farn:l.ly be a.family if they don't liv~ together? 

*10. Can a mother still be a mother if 
with her children? 

she doesn ,-t live 

*11. Can a father still be a father if he doesn '.t ·live 
with his nhildren? 

12. Can a father do all the housecleaning? Is he still 
a father if he does? Why (or) why not? 

] ~) . 
. . J. 

. *111 . 

.*15. 

*16. 

-*1'1. 

Can a mother fix the car when it needs it? Is she 
stili a mother if she does? Why (or) ~hy not? 

Who talks to children when they do naughty or bad . 
. things? 

Who talks to children when they do nice things? 

What does it mean to get married? 
What does lt mean to get divorced? 

lA. What Js a husband? 

l~. What is a wife? 

20 • 
. -21. 

22.-
* ') ':) L. _) o 

Can a woman be a mother and not a wife? 

Can a man be a father and not a husband? 

l~w do people in families make each other happ~? 

Ilow do people in families make each other feel sad? 

*Que:~t:lom; added to the Moore 11'amily Concept Interview 
( 1 f)'{'l) • 
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APPENDIX D 

MOOHE'S Ji'AMILY CONCEPT INTERVIEW 



Dimensions of ?ocus 

(Global) 

Membership 

Biology, Domestic 
Functions, Guidance 

Biology, Domestic 
Functions, Guidance 

Residence 

The Child's Concept of ?a~ily 

Question 

1. What is a fa~ily? (Alternate: What do you ~ave to 
have to have a fanily?) 

2. Which of these pictures shows a family? Who are the 
people in t~at picture? Is there anything special or 
different about t~at family? Do any of the others 
show a family, too? (Repeat of the questions about 
who the people are, or if there is anything special or 
different, or why isn't that a family?) 

(The pictures were cards with drawings of six different 
potential fanily groupings: [a] an adult male, adult 
female, child, elderly female, elderly male; [b] adult 
male, adult female, child; [c] adult male, adult female, 
[d] elderly male, elderly female; [e] adult female, 
child; [f] adult male, child.) 

3. What is a mother? (Repeated for father, grandmotner, 
grandfather) (Alternate: What do you have to do to be 
a mother?) 

4. What does a mother do? (Repeated for father, grand
mother, grandfather) 

5. Can a family still be a family if it doesn't have a 
house or a home to live in? How (or) Why not? 



The Child's Concept of :'amily (Continued) · · 

Dimensions of Focus Question 

Biology,· Domestic 
Functions, Guidance 

Biology, Domestic 
Functions, Guidance 

Social Roles 
·Legal Factors 
Legal Factors 
Biology 
Social Roles 

(Global) 
· Emotional 

6. Can a mother still be a moth~r if she never (whatever . 
the child first·said moth~rs do on #4.) How (or) why 
not? (Repeated substituting father) 

1. Can a father do all the housecleaning? Is he still a 
father if he does? How (or) Why not? Can a mother 

·always fix the car when it. needs it? Is she still a 
· mother if she does? How (or) Why not?. 

8 .. What does it mean to get married? 
9. What is a husband? Can a man be a father and not a 

husband? How (or) Why not? (Repeated for wife/mother) 
10. How many grandmothers does a child usually have? Why? 

Do a child's two grandmothers usually have the same 
last name· as each other? Why· (or) tvhy not? 

11.· Why do people have families? 
12·. How do people in families make each other happy? 
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100 

January, 1979 

Dear ParE!nts: 

We would like to reques~ your cooperation iri a re~ 
search project involving children's concept of "family." 
This 'research is being conducted by the Department of 
Family Relations and Child Development at Oklahoma State 
University. 

I would greatly appreciate tour help in this research 
project. If you agree to participate, I will give you an 
inventory that either parent may fill out. Information 
about your family. is needed so that I will be better able 
to interpret my findings. We are interested in both two
parent arid one-parent families. The information we need 
is attached and will be kept confidential. 

Your child will then be interviewed1 concerning his/ 
her perception about families. Questions such as, "What 
is a mother?", "What is a father?", and "How.do people in 
families make each other feel happy?" will be asked. We 
will show you all of the questions if you would like to 
see them. A summary of the research findings will be 
available upon completion of the project in summer, 1979. 

~hank you for your time and consideration in this 
matter. We really appreciate y.our help and cooperation. 

Sincerely, 

B. Deriise Jones 
Home Phone: (318) 255-3417 - Ruston, LA. 

(~05) 377-6528 - Stillwater, OK. 

Judith A. Powell, Ed.D. 
Assistant Professor, FRCD 
Adviser 
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Child' fl name Subject number 
~---- ----------

.Vatr~: _______________ ---------·------·---Child' s age_~----

Sex of child F'ernale --'-------- Male ----------------
Nurber ot siblings: 

·None 

Work status of the mother: 

---------- Working· ------
One ----- How long? ----------
Two % of time ----,--- -------
Three -------- _________ Non-working 
or more 

Doen the child: 

_____ Have one.parent living in the home? 

·····----· __ Have two parents living in the home? 
I . 

Have one parent and. other adults in the home? ------
_______ Have two parents and other adults in the home? 

If there has been a change from two parents living in the 
horne to one parent living in the horne, how long has it 

·been since this change: 

Six months or less 

More than six months ----
·If there has been a change from one parent living in the 
home to two parents living in the home, how long has it · 
been since this change: 

Six months or less ·-·--··---

More than six months ------
If there is one. parent in the horne~ how often does the 
child see the other parent: 

-'----'"-·Frequently (once a week or more) 

Sometimes (once a month; holidays, vacations) _...__ ___ -.,-
Seldom or almost never 

Never 
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/\r·c' tltcre other characterlntles of your child's family 
f~xpcro 1 <'nee' that you feel you would want us to know in 
opch~r to t.ntcrpret the research findings? (For example, 
are there step-parents, step-brothers and sisters; has 
there b~en the death of a parent, etc.?) 
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SUBJECT NUMm.R 
PIAGETIAN TASKS~P,..,..,ASS=ED,...:-

Conservation of Mass Total tasks passed _____ _ 
Conservation of Number ____ _ 
Conservatrion of Volume ____ _ 

Pre-operational _____ _ 

FAMILY CONCF.PT INTERVIEW SCORE SH.E.ET 

Part I. Family Membership or Family Configuration Concept 

l. 

2. 
J. 
4· 
5· 
6. 

Is this a family? 
(Drawings) 

YES NO 

Mother, Father, Grandmother, Grandfather 
and Child 
Grandmother Grandfather 
Mother. Father 
Mother. Father. and Child 
Father. Child 
Mother, Child 

Total Family 
Configuration Score 

DON'T 
KN()( IF NO, WHY NOT? 

Part II. Dimensions Involved in Basic Family Definition, and Descriptions of Family Roles 

7-

8. 
9-

10. 

Basic Conceet 

What is a family? 
What do you have to have to have 

a family? 
What is a mother? 
What is a father? 
Whv do neonle have families? 

Total 
-Score 

r£•y P' ~IH:;'E~ o "z:: on OQBo::J::r 
~~§~~~~~~~i~.;"t 
~I'IIOc+OI-':::1 '11-' 

I~ c+ .... ::s c. o '>:I 01 ::-; 
ro ~o 01 ~ ro ~ ;r;J::s 
::S::S ::soc+'t1oi 
0 I'll ...., 0 c+ 
ro .., 0 en I:l 

I ! 
I 

I---' 
0 
V1 



11. 
li. 
13. 

14. 
15. 
16. 

Part 

17. 

18. 

19. 

20. 
. 21. 

22 •. 
23. 

24. 
25. 

26. 

27. 

Dimensions 
Family Roles CoriceEt B c DF. E1GI L Mi 

: : . I 
Wha.t does a famil' do? 
What does a mother do? 
What does· a father do? 

Number of activities mentioned 
Number of activities mentioned 
Number of acti\'ities mentioned 

Total 
Score=; 

for mother 
for father 
for far::ily 

I. 

I 

i~ item 
in it en 
in ite:n 

Ill. .Further Exploration of Family Dimer:sicr:s 

Co-residence 

·Can ·a family s til f be a family if they 
don't live together? 
Can a mother still be a.mother if she 
doesn't live with her children? 
Can a father sti1l.be a father if he 
doesn't live with his children? 

Le lF CORRECT ga actors ., 
' 

What does it mean to get married? i i . 
What does it mean to get divorced? i r 
What is·a husband? I I 
Can a man be a father and not a I ·I husband? ! . 
What is a wife? i !• 

Can a woman be a mother and not I I 

a wife? I ! 

"'12: 
7il3: 
='11: 

INCORRECT ' 

S . DK OTiiER 

I DON'T KNOW ' L 
! 
! 

l 

Guidance of Children MOTHER ' FATHER .. BOTH I OTHER I : 

I Who. talks to children when they I 

do nau2htV thin2.S? I 
who talksto children when they I do nice things? 

DON'T KNOW 

1-' 
0 
0\ 



Emotional Interactions 

28. How do peopl~ in families make each· other feel happy? 

29. How do people in families make each other 

Part IV. Flexibility of Family Role Concepts 

30. 
31. 
32. 

33. 

Can a father do all the housecleaning? 
Can a mother fix the carwhen it needs it? 
Is a father still a father if he does all 
the housecleaninK? 
Is a mother still a mother if she fixes 
the car when it needs it? 

feel sad? 

YES - ~~0 

j 

YES NO 
34. Did they mention cross-typed activities 

for the mother in item #12? 
35. Did they mention cross-typed activities 

for father in item #13? 

36. How many cross-typed activities were mentioned 
for the mother in item #12? 

37. How many cross-typed activities were mentioned 
for i:he father in item #13? 

TOT.li.L TIME CHILD TALKED ----------

. I 

X ..;~tl "O!X:'"I"~~ 111 lllel. ::rc..c..-o~ r r; ;;' ll.J!. 1o fo";l i•]S"!J" ?-Iii ., = .... ..-;c.,:;, .... iii=l-~:., 
PI ~ ~ '< : ,, g ;;: ~ ,c+ ':><:I 

...... :..... en ! ~o ...,r ::r, ::.. 1::: 1 
IQ l ~~ ~i jto 'i i g ·, . : ' f .~! 

! i 
j 

i I 

i 
I 

I ; I ' I 
! I l I I I I ' I 1 

l 
I I i ! 

i I i 
' I ! ' ! ' i ; 

DON'T 
K.'WW i 

? 1,'HY OR ~·iHY !\0'!. ! 
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l'tua:;e> Palik t11e following act tvl ties according to masculin
ity and feminity. 

l . Put o_n makeup 

2. To to work 

3. Cook 

LJ. Clean 

r). Swim 

(i. Go to school 

'(. Spank 

8. Tuck you in bed 

9. Help 

10. Get somethin~ 
down for you 

11. Wash clothes 

· 12. Take care of child 

13. Wash dishes 

1 11 • •rype s 

.lJ. Eats 

16. Put planto in 
vase 

11. Watche3 T.V. 
1 B. 'l'e~:t somebody 

1~. Love you 

20. Ha:> babies 

21. Wake up the child 

22. Peed you 

23. Buy clothes 

?LI. Make clothes 
2 r :J • 'I'hey 're n.Lce 

26. Ratses a child 

27. Makes kids pick up 

28. Help father 

29. Take you to school 

10. Go to the ntore 

Most 
Masculine 

Most 
Feminine 

~----+---~~----~----~----~----~ 

~----~---+------+-----+----4------~ 

1--

~----~---+------4-----~--~~----~ 

t-------+----+--------+------4--'----+----~ 



n. :~er·earu:; 

V. Ill t:,; rny lJrottwr 

-.n. ~~tay .,home 

Vi. -l'lay 
') ~. 
J:J• Make the beds 

36. r~ir;ht 

3'7. Ji'ix stuff 

38. Wor·k at home 

39. Wor-k on c . 13. :; 

,, () . We1d~3 

'11. L'lan food 

. IJ2 • Head paper a 

}~ 3. PaJnts ,, ,_, . Peed cows 
,, ~. Hake leaves 
IJ G. Canoes 
,, '7. Check the mail 

IJS. Protect ch.i.ldren 

lj 9. i3tucly 

r_:;o. Work i.n the garden 
~)1. Maker> you s tr·onr~ 

IVJo s t 
Mascu11ne 

1-

t--· 

1---

1-

~· 

1--···---

I 

t--

1--

I-

1-

~· 

1--

1-

~-· . ) 
.J ( • Ll vc~:v with a mother 

ami a ehlld 1------

~) j . l'lay nports 

~JI.j • Salesman 
I" r:· :J:J, Dr:ive a car 

5r;. Make money 

') '7. Mow:; r~rasn. 

·-r) 13 • Help mother 
1-

1)1). Go to church 

Go. Does not go to 
Dchoot--

1--

()1. Get wood 1-

-+ 
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Most 
Feminine 



6;>. l'olish 

63. Teach 

64. Spend.s 

;~ l1oe:·, 

money 

Moat 
Mar~culinr' 

' ' 

' ' ' 

lll 

Most 
F'eminine 
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