Predicting Young Adolescents’ Self-Conceptions from Family Relationships

(With special thanks to Alison Pike for letting us mutilate her paper for educational purposes)

	This is a real journal submission that originally conformed to APA format. We've altered it so that it has 50 separate deviations from APA format - can you find them all? 
(NB: we have reduced the line-spacing to save paper - this is NOT one of the 50 mistakes!)


Summary
The goal of the study will be to predict young adolescents’ self-conceptions from their family relationships 4-5 years earlier. One hundred and seventy-three families with two children aged four- to eight-years-old participated at Time 1, and 106 of these were successfully recruited to participate at Time 2. At Time 1, mothers reported on the quality of mother-child and sibling relationships, and at Time 2 the young adolescents reported on their self-conceptions. Both parenting and sibling relationship quality were associated with perceptions of social acceptance, behavioural conduct, and global self-worth for the older siblings.  The interdependent nature of family subsystems became evident when positive aspects of the sibling relationship were shown to mediate the prediction of young adolescent self-perceptions from earlier parenting. 

Introduction
It is common knowledge that parenting is a major influence of self-conceptions, though longitudinal research is scarce, and additional family relationships have been neglected.  In this paper, we address the prediction from mother-child as well as sibling relationships in middle childhood to young adolescents’ self-conceptions.  We focused on three areas of self-conception (behavioural conduct, social acceptance, and global self-worth) because of our interest in social rather than cognitive development, and because they include representatives from Harter’s two competence/adequacy clusters (Harter, 1999, see p. 199).
Family Relationships

The esteemed psychologist John Bowlby’s attachment theory (1969), Baumrind’s (1971) typology of parenting, and the popular notion that parents are responsible for the behaviour of their children have generated an enormous body of research linking parent-child relationships to children’s adjustment (R. D. Parke & R. Buriel, 2006).  In comparison to parents, sibling relationships are far less often the focus of research. There are robust, moderate links between the quality of sibling relationships and individual children’s adjustment in unselected samples.  Sibling conflict and problematic child behaviour have been the focus of research (see Volling, 2003), although links with social understanding have also been reported (Dunn, 1999).

The current study is informed by the “spillover” hypothesis (see A. Engfer, 1988; O. Erel & B. Burman, 1995) that proposes transference of behaviour and/or emotional quality from one relational sub-system to another. Of particular relevance to “spillover” between the mother-child and sibling relationship subsystems is that parenting behaviour may be modelled by children in their interactions with siblings.  In addition, poor socialisation practices within the parent-child relationship can also have a direct bearing on the siblings’ relationship, to the extent that this is “managed” by parents.  
Family Relationships and Adolescents’ Self-Conceptions
Research concerning parental influences on children’s self conceptions stems from two theoretical traditions (as discussed by Harter, 1999).  First, Cooley’s concept of the ‘looking-glass self’ proposes that parental acceptance and approval of their children is instrumental in children developing positive self-conceptions (Charles Horton Cooley, 1902).  Second, attachment theorists propose that sensitive parenting will foster a positive internal working model of the self.  Empirical studies have confirmed these proposals; there are substantial links between perceived support from parents and global self-worth; associations between authoritative parenting and positive self-conceptions among adolescents; and adolescent self-conceptions can be predicted from the children’s reports of parenting four years earlier.  

Surprisingly, we are aware of no previous research linking sibling relationship quality and adolescent (or child) self-conceptions.  However, based on findings from both parent-child and peer relationships (Susan Harter, 1999) we expected that positive features of sibling relationships would enhance adolescents’ global self-worth.  In addition, previous research linking sibling relationship quality and friendship (e.g., Stocker, 1994; Stocker and Dunn, 1990) was the basis for expecting sibling relationship quality to predict adolescent self-conceptions of social acceptance.  Finally, research linking sibling relationship quality and individual child adjustment informed our hypothesis that negativity within sibling relationships would predict poorer adolescent behavioural conduct self-conceptions.

Hypotheses:

1. We expected to support the “spillover” hypothesis by demonstrating links between the parent-child and sibling relationship sub-systems in middle childhood.  

2. Both the parent-child and sibling relationship were expected to provide unique prediction of young adolescent self-conceptions four to five years later.

Method

Sample, Recruitment, and Procedure

Recruitment for the first wave of the study took place in 2002 and 2003, and the second wave was carried out in 2007.  Schools in southern England were approached and asked to send letters to parents of four- to six-year old children who had an older sibling aged 8.000 years or under. 173 families agreed to take part in wave one and 106 of these were successfully recruited to participate in wave two (the majority of attrition was due to our inability to trace the families rather than their refusal to participate). The gender composition of the sibling dyads participating in both waves was as follows: 19 male-male, 28 male-female, 30 female-male, and 29 female-female. The average age of the older children in wave one was 7.500 years (SD = 0.8 years), and the average age of the younger children was 5.3 years (SD = .6 years). At wave two, the average age of older children was 12.0 years (SD = 1.1 years) and of younger children 9.8 years (SD = 0.900 years).  More than 75% of all families were two-parent households with more than two children living in the household in 40% of cases. 

At both waves, two researchers visited families at home where children and mothers were interviewed and completed questionnaires. The researchers supplied a Pentel "Flowliner" medium-tipped blue pen and the questionnaires were printed on cream A4 80 gsm2 paper.  
Measures

Parent report of sibling relationship (Wave 1). This measure was adapted from the MISR (Stocker, Dunn and Plomin, 1989). Mothers rated how often their children displayed behaviours relating to different aspects of the sibling relationship including companionship, playing together, quarrels, sharing, and competing. Factor analysis yielded dyadic scores for Sibling Positivity (17 items) and Sibling Negativity (7 items). 
Maternal report of the parent-child relationship (Wave 1)
Composite scores of mother-child relationships were formed on the basis of Principal Components Analysis as we were interested in measures that captured global dimensions of these relationships. The positive factor (henceforth referred to as Parent-Child Positivity) included Expression of Affection (Hetherington & Clingempeel, 1992), Parent-Child Relationship Positive (Hetherington & Clingempeel, 1992), Parental Feelings Positive (Deater-Deckard, 2000) and Positive Discipline (Deater-Deckard, 2000). The negative factor (Parent-Child Negativity) included Parent-Child Conflict (Hetherington & Clingempeel, 1992), Parental Feelings Negative (Deater-Deckard, 2000), Parent-Child Relationship Negative (Hetherington & Clingempeel, 1992) and Negative Discipline (Deater-Deckard, 2000). 


Children’s report of self-concept (Wave 2).  The self-perception profile (S. Harter, 1988) assesses children’s judgements of their competence in six domains, of which three were assessed in the current study (social acceptance, behavioural conduct, and global self-worth).  Each subscale consists of six items that consist of two statements that describe two different kinds of children (high competence children and low competence children).  The child is first asked to decide which type of child they are most like, and then decide whether this is “sort of true” or “really true” for them.  Each item is then scored on a 4-point scale (1=low competence; 4=high competence).  The social acceptance subscale assesses the degree to which a child feels accepted by his peers.  The behavioural conduct subscale assesses the degree to which children like the way they behave, do the right thing, and feel they act the way they are supposed to.  The global self-worth subscale assesses the extent to which the child likes him/herself as a person, and is happy with the way they are leading their lives.
Findings
Preliminary Analysis
We compared older and younger siblings’ self-conceptions (Wave 2) and parent-child relationship quality (Wave 1) using repeated-measures t-tests but did not find any significant differences.  Sibling correlations for self-perception measures were modest (r = 0.060-0.170).  In addition, between 0.2 and 2% of the variance in social acceptance, behavioural conduct, and global self-worth was explained by age and sex of the child. To control for these effects, we used residuals of self-perception measures in subsequent analyses. 

Family Relationship Spillover

To test our first hypothesis that more positive and less negative mother-child relationships would be linked with warmer, less conflictual sibling relationships (all measures Wave 1), we calculated simple correlations (see Table 1). In line with our expectations, positivity in mother-child relationships was invariably linked to higher sibling positivity and less sibling negativity. There were positive correlations between sibling positivity and mother-older child positivity (r = .43, p < .001) and mother-younger child positivity (r = .48, p < .001). Similarly, negativity between mothers and children overlapped with more negativity between siblings and was negatively linked to sibling positivity. There were positive correlations between sibling negativity and  mother-older child negativity (r = .52, p < .001) and mother-younger child negativity (r = .48, p < .001).
Insert Table 1 about here

Prediction of Self-Conceptions

Before calculating regression models, simple correlations between family relationships in childhood (Wave 1) and subsequent self-conceptions (Wave 2) were calculated (see Table 2). Moderate correlations were yielded for mother-child and sibling positivity, as well as mother-child negativity in the case of older siblings.  Because no significant findings were yielded for younger siblings (here or subsequently) the remainder of the results focus on the older siblings.

Insert Table 2 about here

Next, we computed regression models in which a self-conception measure functioned as the dependent variable, and the four family relationship variables were entered as predictors in a single step.  As depicted in Table 3, sibling positivity consistently provided unique prediction of older siblings’ self-conceptions.  The only other aspect of family relationship quality in middle childhood that yielded independent prediction was mother-child negativity – but only in the case of behavioural conduct.  
Insert Table 3 about here

Discussion

Using a longitudinal, cross-rater design, we found that both parenting and sibling relationship quality were associated with perceptions of social acceptance, behavioral conduct, and global self-worth for older siblings. In addition, the interdependent nature of family subsystems became evident when sibling positivity emerged as the one robust independent predictor of the older siblings’ self-conceptions.
Parent-Child Relationship

Replication of the link between parent-child relationship quality and subsequent self-conceptions was found for the older but not younger siblings. It may be that at the first wave of data collection the older siblings had developed more stable, robustly predictive, relationships with parents.  By contrast, most of the younger siblings had recently started school, a transition that can trigger a reorganization of parent-child interactions.  Although explanations based on developmental stage are more intuitive, the design of our study means that we are unable to disentangle birth order from age differences.

Sibling Relationship

The more robust prediction of children’s self-conceptions by sibling relationship quality may be because the sibling relationship provides a salient mirror whereby children evaluate themselves.  The mechanism could be simple and theoretically uninteresting – children may display the same behaviours across time and situation.  This behaviour could be reflected in sibling interactions during middle childhood, and the children may be accurately reporting on their behaviour via their self-perceptions later on.  However, previous theory and research indicates that the sibling relationship is a context for socialization.  Patterson and colleagues have described the coercive sibling interchanges that often serve as a training ground for children’s antisocial behaviour (Patterson, 1984).  Research indicating that sibling interactions can foster positive, adaptive outcomes is also emerging.  We argue that our results bolster this sibling socialization interpretation, especially considering that sibling relationship quality provided prediction above and beyond the parent-child relationship.


Another striking aspect to our findings was that sibling positivity rather than negativity predicted the young adolescents’ self-perceptions.  These findings add weight to the idea that siblings can act as resources for one another; Downey & Condron (2004) found that 6-year-olds with at least one sibling demonstrated higher levels of interpersonal skills than did singletons.  The current study demonstrates that it is positive aspects of this unique, emotionally uninhibited relationship that form the probable context for the development of positive, adaptive self-perceptions.  Specifically, those brothers and sisters who spend more time playing together in a friendly manner may develop skills such as sharing, cooperation, and empathy – abilities that fuel social acceptance, global self-worth, and an inner drive to “do the right thing” rather than behave badly.

Again, however, sibling relationship quality was not predictive of the younger siblings’ self-conceptions.  Sibling relationships are not chosen, nor are the relationship partners of equal status.  Older siblings hold the position of power; thus their own characteristics may be reflected in the quality of the sibling relationship to a greater degree than the characteristics of the younger children.  Sibling relationships become more egalitarian over the course of development (see Dunn, 2002); the current findings suggest that the children in our sample (ages 4-8 years at the first time point) had not yet reached this stage.

Conclusions

We draw three main conclusions from the current study.  First, it is not only parent-child and peer relationships that fuel children’s developing self-conceptions – sibling relationships are also important. Second, ordinal status within sibling relationships can moderate the consequences of the quality of these interactions.  Finally, positive sibling interactions (rather than sibling conflict) are salient, providing a context that fosters prosocial behaviours and adaptive perceptions of self.
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Table 1 

Correlations Between Parent-Child and Sibling Relationship Quality

	
	Sibling positivity
	Sibling negativity

	Mother-older child positivity
	.43***
	-.26**

	Mother-older child negativity
	-.07
	.52***

	Mother-younger child positivity
	.48***
	-.26**

	Mother-younger child negativity
	-.22*
	.48***


Note. *p<.05. **p<.01.  ***p<.001.

Table 2

Correlations Between Self-Perceptions and Quality of Family Relationships

	
	Older sibling
	Younger sibling

	
	Social Acceptance
	Behavioural conduct
	Global self worth
	Social Acceptance
	Behavioural conduct
	Global self worth

	Mother-child positivity
	.24*
	.15
	.26**
	.08
	.10
	-.00

	Mother-child negativity
	-.08
	-.25*
	-.01
	-.10
	-.06
	-.19+

	Sibling positivity
	.34**
	.21*
	.46***
	-.05
	-.04
	-.08

	Sibling negativity
	-.08
	-.09
	-.04
	-.01
	-.02
	-.09


Note. *p<.05. **p<.01.  ***p<.001.

Table 3

Regression Analyses Predicting Adolescents’ Self-Conceptions from Family Relationships
	
	
	Social Acceptance
	Behavioural Conduct
	Global Self-Worth

	
	
	B
	SE B
	ß
	R2
	B
	SE B
	ß
	R2
	B
	SE B
	ß
	R2

	
	Mother-child positivity
	.11
	.11
	.10
	
	.01
	.10
	.01
	
	.07
	.09
	.08
	

	
	Mother-child negativity
	-.03
	.10
	-.04
	
	-.21
	.09
	-.27
	
	.03
	.07
	.04
	

	
	Sibling positivity
	.28
	.10
	.29**
	
	.18
	.09
	.21T
	
	.32
	.08
	.42*
	

	
	Sibling negativity
	.00
	.08
	.00
	
	.05
	.07
	.08
	
	.00
	.06
	.00
	

	Total
	
	
	
	.13*
	
	
	
	.11*
	
	
	
	.21***


*p<.05. **p<.01.  ***p<.001.

