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Introduction

The discipline of developmental psychology can be characterized as the efforts to understand change in individuals from conception and throughout the lifespan.  Impinging on individual change, and happening at an historically rapid rate, is change in the crucible of early individual development – the family.  Three major kinds of change in families are evident.  First, within households and families the traditional dynamics and hierarchies are now contested.  Children no matter automatically obey their parents and nor do they believe their parents know everything. Rather, hierarchies and relationships are constantly negotiated and re-negotiated.  Second, there are increasing numbers of structural changes experienced by individual families as parents separate and re-partner.  Census data give us a snapshot of household structures at any one time; of more interest are the trajectories of families through multiple changes that paint a picture of cumulative transitions and, for children, citizenship in multiple households. 

Third, and underpinning the first two, is the change over time in families that are impelled by social forces.  An historical perspective enables an understanding of families that inform and illuminate a great deal of what we are experiencing today. The nuclear family, through these lenses, shows as a relatively small blip over time. 

I will, then, begin this talk by looking at historical change in families and childhood that culminated in the complexity and diversity of families today.  I will then consider what these changes might mean for some aspects of children’s development and developmental psychology.

A History of Childhood

De Vause, a French historian, opens his book ‘A History of Childhood’ with the memorable line ‘Childhood is a Nightmare from which we are only now beginning to wake’.  This was a direct reference to the levels of abuse that occurred in past centuries, but alludes too to the fact that childhood has not been the same across time nor, in fact, across cultures.  It is increasingly accepted by sociologists of childhood that childhood is a social construction that reflects these differences, and that child development is neither natural nor universal. Yet as developmental psychologists we find it hard not to search for universal patterns, and indeed some of our most revered theorists (Piaget, Erickson, Kohlberg) took this as a fundamental assumption. 

There are almost as many versions of history as there are historians. An overview of several writers’ accounts of the progression of ideologies of childhood suggests four main paradigms, traces of which are still evident today in attitudes to children and childhood.

1. Children as ‘devils’. This ideology regards children as inherently evil,  and in need of having the devil beaten out of them. This stemmed from the Puritans’ belief in original sin. 

2. Children as tabula rasa (John Locke), with many possible outcomes depending on how they were raised by adults.  This paradigm allowed for several possible outcomes, with no input from children themselves.

3. Children as little angels, inherently good, children of nature, to be protected and nurtured. Rousseau was the main proponent of this view.

4. Children as embryonic adults, in whom simplicity leads to complexity, incompetence to competence, and irrationality to rationality. This was the position taken by early developmental psychology.  The important mechanism for moving children toward adulthood was socialization, defined as the range of practices by which the child internalizes the values of the social system, and is transformed into a fully socialized adult. 

Uri Bronfenbrenner has probably had the most influence in encouraging us to consider children’s development within wider contexts, and to acknowledge the bidirectional nature of development. The influence of children on their own development has also been acknowledged in other ways.  Colwyn Trevarthen’s seminal work examining the contributions of infants to early interchanges with their mothers is an early example. The role that peer relationships play in moral development is another.  Anne Marie Ambert, too, has done two editions of her book ‘The Effect of Children on Parents’.  Child-based factors such as temperament have, too, been acknowledged.  Nonetheless, I suggest that deeply implicit in our thinking about children is that the main influences are on children rather than from them.

In contrast to this, sociologists are delineating the construction of children as agents, negotiating roles and rules, competent movers and creators of their own worlds. They are active and interactive practitioners of social life:

‘For those researchers for whom exploring children’s roles as social actors constitutes a central concern, children’s  competence is taken for granted. The question they pose, instead, is how that competence is acknowledged and expressed or disguised and controlled in and through children’s everyday relationships. ‘ James, 1998 p. viii-ix.

There are, of course, subtle and important overlaps between the view of children as competent agents, and the ‘traditional’ developmental approach.  On the one hand, the most radical view of children’s agency must (and does) acknowledge the dependency of children, and the responsibilities adults have for them.   The potential dilemma for those who do take children’s rights and competencies to the limit, is illustrated by two examples, in areas where rights and responsibilities become blurred.

The difference, I suggest, is one of emphasis.  Much of developmental psychology research plays down the agency of children while paying lip service while sociologists of childhood minimize the commonalities of childhood across time and cultures. A consideration of the history of families offers another slant on how family dynamics have changed.

The History of Families

In seventeenth and eighteenth century Europe, households were economic units to which all family members contributed, including children as soon as they were able.  Children often spent part of their childhoods in other households as apprentices, and high rates of maternal mortality meant that they often had stepparents or guardians.  It was common, then, for children to be raised by non-biological kin.  Contrary to popular belief, too, there were few three-generation households because of the short life expectancy at the time. 

In the nineteenth century, two fundamental changes took place.   The first was the industrial revolution which had the effect of separating home and work.  Fathers and children, in particular, moved into factories to work and homes became emotional and spiritual refuges, with women taking on roles as keepers of hearth and home.  Gender roles, as a result of this change, became more distinct than when men and women both contributed to household-based work.  Families, too, moved into cities to be near workplaces, leaving the communities which had provided support for them. 

The roles of men in these changed households were numerous and onerous.  They increasingly became the main providers, as well as educators, protectors, spiritual guides, and careers officers.  Families were ‘positional’ – management was by command, and fathers were in command.

An equally radical change occurred later in the nineteenth century,  a  change that had a major impact on family dynamics.  This was the introduction of compulsory education for children.  It had the effect of taking children out of the work force at least in their early years.  What also happened within families was to have that children becoming more educated and knowledgeable than their parents, thus challenging the hierarchical nature of  family relationships.  These challenges marked the initiation of the gradual transformation of family dynamics from positional (management by command) to personal (management by negotiation).

Men were, though, still the main providers at least in middle-class families,  as women focused increasingly on mothering and home making.  This was the time when child rearing manuals began to appear and was, I suggest, the genesis of an anxiety about parenting that has reached critical proportions now as children become recipients of fierce and unrelenting parental attention.

Several factors in the first half of the twentieth century brought about further changes for families.  Advances in medical technology lowered the rates of maternal and infant mortality and this, combined with an increased ability to control fertility, meant that families had fewer children.  Children, then, became ‘projects’ for their parents as parenting manuals proliferated, and Bowlby emphasized the importance of the early years and the primacy of mothers.

A period of comparative prosperity after the second world war combined with these changes to keep women at home, and hence to the heyday of the nuclear family. Many, although by no means all, families could afford to live on one wage, and following the chaos of the wars and of the depression, there was a period of comparative stability for families. Parents were married, men were providers, and women focused on being perfect parents. 

Internal stresses were becoming apparent, however.  One was the pressure on the marital relationship, and psychology has its part to play here.  Coontz has used the term ‘psychological gentrification’ to describe the increased sophistication and therefore demands on partnerships for more than sex and fidelity.  The expectation of marriage is that partners will be all things - companions, confidantes, lovers, and best friends – a considerable demand on the resources of one person to meet.  Marriages had become companionate instead of pragmatic.

A second was the lack of fulfillment for women as full-time parents and housekeepers. Women were increasingly highly educated, but not able to use their education once married. The wave of feminism in the second half of the twentieth century gave impetus to women to go back into the workforce by choice, rather than necessity.  Two of the consequences of women going into work outside the home were first, that they found themselves doing double shifts as men did not fill the vacuum in house work created by them working; and second, the phenomenon so common now of dual earner households. Children increasingly entered childcare at a young age, often engendering guilt and more anxiety about parenting. At this time Bowlby’s emphasis on the primacy of women in their children’s lives contributed to the dilemmas faced by women.

Financial independence also made it possible for women to leave unhappy marriages, and for men to do so without imposing impossible hardship on the family.  In the last 35 years the rate of divorce has risen remarkably rapidly in most western countries, with the highest rates being in the United States.  Rates are now leveling off, however, largely because the rate of marriage has declined as cohabitation becomes a more common form of union.  Overall the rates of partnership formation have remained fairly stable if both marriages and cohabitations are taken into account.   Cohabitations that break down, though, do not show in divorce statistics, suggesting that in themselves divorce rates no longer tell us very much about rates of partnership dissolution. 

In turn, separated adults do not remain single; the majority re-partner within five years of separation.  These unions often form stepfamilies, which are less stable than first partnerships.  Children, then, whose parents separate are at risk for experiencing multiple transitions, the impact of which is to increase their risk of adverse outcomes.  After one transition, the risk of subsequent family changes increases markedly. The number of relationships that are gained and lost when children go through several family changes, and the impact they have on development, is an issue that deserves attention from developmental psychologists. 

How do families look today?

As a result of these changes, families in the 21st century are diverse, fluid, and changing.  Relationships are negotiated and re-negotiated over time, rather than fixed by duty, law or position.  Some of the major features of today’s families are:

1. Family formation is happening later in the lifecycle than before; the average age of marriage in NZ (and Australia?) is 28.1 for women, 29.9 for men, and women on average have their first child at over thirty.  Over fifty percent of children are born to mothers over the age of thirty.
2. In the past, couples made a commitment to each other through engagement and marriage, and then worked out the details of their relationship.  Today, the order tends to be reversed.  Over three quarters of couples live together first and negotiate their relationship, and then make public commitments such as marriage, often just before or sometime after the birth of a child.

3. Fathers today are both more and less involved in the lives of their children. Many children grow up without contact with their fathers; others have fathers who are highly involved in their lives.  Michael Lamb has chronicled the increase in availability and engagement of fathers to their children in the last two decades, although the rates of being responsible for them have not risen markedly.  However, in New Zealand overall 16.5% of sole parents are men. For children aged between 15 and 17 years, over a quarter of sole parents are male, and over 22% of lone parents of 10 to 14 year olds are male.

4. Dual-earner households mean more work-family life tension, as both families and workplaces exert pressure for involvement.  Table 1 shows the rates of employment for mothers of children in New Zealand in 2001.

	Age of youngest dependent child
	0-4 year old children
	5-9 year old children
	10-14 year old children
	15-17 year old children
	Total

	Women in partnerships in full time work
	23.5%
	38.9%
	49.7%
	56.0%
	36.3%

	Women in partnerships in part-time work
	28.8%
	35.4%
	29.9%
	25.1%
	30.4%

	Total partnered mothers in workforce
	52.3%
	74.3%
	79.6%
	81.1%
	66.7%

	Sole mothers in full time work
	13.3%
	25.5%
	37.1%
	48.0%
	25.3%

	Sole mothers in part time work
	15.6%
	26.0%
	24.6%
	19.1%
	21.0%

	Total sole mothers in workforce
	28.9%
	51.5%
	61.7%
	67.1%
	46.3%


5. The diversity of family structures means that children may be raised by one, or many parents who may or may not be married, the same sex, or biologically related to them.

6. Many children experience one or more transitions from one family structure to another. Statistics from the Christchurch longitudinal study are as follows (these are children born in the early 1970s).

· 50% of children were either born into or entered a single parent family by the age of 16

· 71% of those re-entered a two-parent family within five years

· 53% of remarriages (or re-partnerships) dissolved within five years

· 70% of reconciled families dissolved within five years

· 27% of children in the study had experienced two family situations by the age of nine

· 18% of children had experienced three or more family situations by the age of nine

7. The instability of partnerships has led to the paramountcy, for many adults, of the parent-child relationship. So we have the phenomenon of the ‘emotionally priceless’ child born not for economic or lineage reasons, but to fulfill parents’ emotional needs:

‘Mothers and fathers do not pretend to be selfless; they too expect a great deal back from their children…Sons and daughters are supposed to help the parents achieve their goal of being spontaneous, sensual, uninhibited and creative personalities. It is not the parents raising the children but conversely the children raising the parents.’ (Bopp, 1984).

8. Migration and other factors have led to intermarriage between cultures, and to  many children having multiple ethnicities.  

9. Children have, for many reasons, more power than they have had in the past. This includes economic power, emotional and psychological power, and legal power. The ratification of UNCROC by most countries gives children constitutional rights beyond any they have had in the past. 

What are the implications of these changes for children’s development?

Finally, I would like to suggest some ways in which some central concepts of social development might be affected by these factors, and what questions might need to be addressed by developmental psychologists.  

Attachment 

Attachment theory has developed considerably beyond Bowlby’s initial formulations.  From Bowlby’s early basis of maternal deprivation and the centrality of the mother-child relationship, it is now accepted that children can and do form multiple attachments.  Other cultures, for example Maori, have known this for a long time whre children have been raised by extended family/whanau, and where whangai or adoption is open.  Our anxieties about the detrimental effect of early child care seem, too, to have lessened as the complexities and nuances of children’s experiences  become better understood.  Yet the belief that only mothers can ‘mother’ children lingers, in the minds of both professionals and of families themselves. This has an effect on the decisions made by Judges in Family Courts, in the social isolation many lone or primary-caretaker fathers feel, and in the often subconscious gatekeeping  by mothers when fathers attempt to become more involved in their infants’ and young children’s care.  It also lingers as a source of guilt when women need or want to work outside the home.

There is still, too, a persistent belief in the predictiveness of early attachment styles despite numerous studies indicating that beyond the short term, the do not have predictive power.  

Children today have multiple caregivers from very early in their lives. Does this compromise their ability to form secure attachments? Bronfenner has suggested that we should regard caregivers as additional parents for children, given the time they spend together.  Commentators like Bruce Perry suggest that the most formative experiences are relational experiences.  We need, then to broaden the scope of our enquiries well beyond the mother-child relationship, at the complexity of relationships and of the relationships amongst relationships. 

In today’s world children also often experience the loss of significant relationships as parents separate, and potentially gain others as parents re-partner.  A challenge for developmental psychology is to understand what helps children to be resilient in the face of these changes.  Is it the continuity of extended family relationships such as with grandparents? We do know that children benefit if they maintain significant relationships with both parents after separation.  What impact does having multiple relations with, for example, parents’ new partners? Do children add, subtract, or substitute significant adults to or from their lives? Recent research suggests that they are capable of and often do accumulate parenting figures when stepfamilies are formed.  A good relationship with a stepfather does not mean a bad one with a nonresident father.  Multiple transitions mean, though, that stepparents, step-siblings, and step grandparents are lost.  I suspect that these multiple changes and losses do significant damage to children’s ability to form stable relationships; however, direct evidence is sparse.  

Parenting

Decades of work by Baumrind, Steinberg, and others, have shown that authoritative parenting is optimal for children, across cultures and socio-economic groupings.  The addition of autonomy to the dimensions of warmth and control is perhaps an acknowledgement of the historical changes mentioned earlier in children’s roles in family decision making.  There are some instances,though, where authoritative parenting may not be appropriate.  An example is in stepfamilies where, when stepparents demonstrate ‘permissive’ parenting families and children are happier than if they attempt  to be authoritative.    This reflects the reluctance of many stepchildren to accept  a disciplinary role from stepparents.

Parenting style has been found to change with family transitions. When parents separate, and when stepfamilies are formed, parenting quality reduces markedly and returns to its former level only slowly.  Studies of parenting, then, need to take into account both the existence and recency of family transitions for children.

A third aspect of parenting is the change in parent-child dynamics as children’s power increases and parents become more and more anxious about getting parenting right.  So we see the phenomenon of tentative pregnancies, confirmed only when tests indicate that the baby is perfect.  We see parents, through a mixture of guilt and anxiety, treating their children as fragile objects not to be crossed or denied.  This happens, often, after separation when both parents, fearful of alienating the child, are unwilling to monitor and discipline.  This tendency for parents to be scared of their children can give children an inappropriate sense of entitlement and of power that children find difficult to manage.  In turn, it can diminish their ability to form satisfying and reciprocal relationships with peers, and as adults.

Biology vs. fictive kin

History tells us that children were often raised by non-related adults.  Today, we seem to have an obsession with the importance of the biological relationship, yet in many circumstances children are raised by non-biological kin.  In adoptive families children are raised by parents neither of whom is related to them biologically.  In stepfamilies and same-sex families, children are usually related to one but not both parents.  In both instances, children may still have a relationship with their other biological parents.    In families formed through artificial reproductive technologies, genetic relationships can vary from none whatsoever to being raised by both biological parents.  Most common is the case of donor insemination in which the child is genetically related to the mother but not the father.  It is notable, too, that it is estimated in New Zealand that one in ten ‘ordinary’ families have a child who is not the offspring of his or her father. 

In all these instances,  children potentially have more than two parenting figures and in the case of ART families it is possible for them to have five at birth.  Several thorny issues arise in all these cases.  First, do biological parents make ‘better’ parents? Evidence so far suggests the answer is no.  Second, does it matter if a child has multiple active parenting figures in her life? Third, how do multiple parents parent?  Are some authoritative and others not?  Fourth, in adolescence especially, how do children in these families work through issues of biological identity?

Identity

Formulations of identity in psychology acknowledge domains of identity formation such as physical, spiritual, and vocational.  Changing families add other complexities to this picture, such as genetic identity mentioned above, and in the case of children in multi-ethnic families, cultural identity. In New Zealand 56% of sole Maori are married to a non-Maori, and 80% who identify as part-Maori are married to a non Maori person.  Do children in these families identify with one culture, two cultures, or neither?  Does their cultural identity change over time and with contexts?

Conclusions

Children’s development is nurtured first and foremost in the nest of the family, and the time when modern developmental psychology in the west coincided with a time when families were uncharacteristically homogeneous and stable.  In the second half of the 20th century, when many of us were born, the nuclear family was the gold standard and mothers were considered central to children’s wellbeing.  It is probably true to say, though, that many aspects of developmental psychology have not kept apace with the extraordinary rise of family diversity – some would say, family decline.

Given the diversity and rate of change, it is perhaps more appropriate to think of the word family as a verb rather than a noun. Families are what families do, regardless of their composition.  And what do families do? They provide emotional and practical support for their members; they nurture and socialise the next generation, and they transmit values between generations. 

No longer can we assume that children will stay in the same family grouping throughout childhood, that their mothers will be their primary caregivers, that they will be raised by heterosexual and biologically related, married parents; that their families will be culturally homogeneous.  Developmental psychology has started to respond to this diversity; as it does this it may itself have to change and become more complex, in its transactional relationship with the reality of families today.
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