
PREDICTORS OF GENERATIONAL BOLJNDARY DISSOLUTION IN SINGLE 

PARENT FAMILIES AND THE EFFECTS ON CHILD ADJUSTMENT 

Corina A. Brown 

B.A. Honours, Simon Fraser University 1994 

THESIS SUBMITTED IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE 

REQUIREMENTS FOR THE DEGREE OF MASTER OF ARTS 

in the Department of Psychology 

6 Corina A. Brown 1997 

SIMON FRASER UNIVERSITY 

November 1997 

All rights reserved. Thls work may not be reproduced in whole or in 

part, by photocopy or other means, without the permission of the author, - , 



NabonaI Library (*I of Canada 
Btbliothique nationale 
du Canada 

Acquisitions and Acquisitions et 
Bibliographic Services servces bibliographiques 

395 Weflington Street 395, rue Well~ngtcn 
OnawaON K l A W  OttawaON K l A W  
CaMda Canada 

The author has granted a non- 
exclusive licence allowing the -- 
National Library of Canada to 
reproduce, loan, distribute or sell 
copies of t h s  thesis in microform, 
paper or electronic formats. 

The author retains ownershp of the 
copyright in t h s  thesis. Neither the 
thesis nor substantial extracts fiom it 
may be p ~ t e d  or othekise 
reproduced without the author's 
permission. 

Your hle Volre refereno3 

Our hie Nolre reference 

L'auteur a accorde une licence non 
exclusive permettant a la 
Bibliotheque nationale du Canada de 
reproduire, prGter, distribuer ou 
vendre des copies de cette these sous 
la forme de microfiche/film, de 
reproduction sur papier ou sur format 
electronique. 

L'auteur conserve la propriete du 
droit d'auteur qui protege cette these: 
Ni la these ni des extmts substantiels 
"dt: celle-ci ne doivent etre imprimes 
ou autrement reproduits sans son 
autorisation. 



APPROVAL 

Name: Corina A. Brown 

Degree: Master of Arts~Psychology) 

Title of Thesis: Predictors of Generational Boundary 
Dissolution in Single-Parent 
~amjlies and the Effects on Child 
Adjustment b 

Examining Committee: 

Char: Dr. Janet Strayer 

Dr. ~ 9 c b  Kerig 
Associate profess& ' 

Senior Supervisor 

Dr. Marlene Morettl 
Associate Professor 

Supervisor 

Dr. Janny Thompson 
Assistant Professor 
External Examiner 

Facult) of Education. Simon Fraser University 



Abstract 

This study investigated the relationships among maternal stress. depression, social support 

and generational boundary dissolution in a sample of 84 single mothers and their 7 to 1 1  
/ 

year old eldesj child. In addition the mediational and moderational effgcts of boundary 

dissolution on the relationship between maternal distress and child adjustment were 
-3 

examined. The Parent-Chdd Boundaries Scale was used to assess generational boundary 

dissolution between mothers and their chddren. Both maternal stress and depression were 

sigdcantly correlated with boundary dissolution. Boundary dissolution was signficantly 

correlated with chddren's self-reported anxiety and with mothers' reports of chddren's 

i n t e r n a h g  and externalizing behavior pro blerns. Mo ther-chdd boundaries were found to 

mediate the relationships between m a t e d  stress and depression and children's self- 

reported anxiety. Gender differences were found in some of the mediational and 

moderational effects of specific subtypes of boundaries. These findings contribute to an 

understanding of the effects of systemic farmiy processes o n  chddren's development in 

families at risk. 
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Predictors of Generational Boundan: Dissolution in Single Parent Farmlies 

&he Efl'ects on Chtld .4dj;istment 

I n  the last couple of decades. there has been a substantial rise in the number of 

smgle-parent f d e s  (Scott, 1993 ). Empirical research has reported some sigruficant 

disadvantages for children who grow up in divorced andor single-parent f d e s  ( Amato 

& Keith. I99 1 ; Gartide1 & b1cL.anahan. 1986; Hetherington, Stanley-Hagan. & 

Anderson. 1989; U'aker & Hennig. 1 997; b k t e .  1994). Specifically. studies have found 

that single-parent families are faced tcith a variet? of stressors including tinancia1 hardstup. 

inadequate social support. and parental unavailability due to mothers haking to return to 

u o r h  hll-time (GeUes. 1989; Hao. 1945; McL.anahan & Sandefur. 1994). The presence of 

these Factors contributes to increased levels of maternal stress and depression uhch. in 

turn. negattkel) aflixt child adjustment (Cummings & Davies, 1994; GeUes, 1989; Pianta 
? 

'Y: E<geland. 1994). 

In addition several studies have reported ditEculties in parent-chdd relationshps in 

single-parent and divorced families (Hagan. ~o l l i&.  O'Connor. & Eisenberg. 1992; 

IIetherinpton & Clingempeel, 1992; Snietana. Yau, Restrepo, & Rraeges. 1991 ). Parent- 

child relationships in single-parent hnilies are characterized by increased intensity in both 

the levels of intimacy and conflict expressed (Hagan et al.. 1992; Hetherington & 

('lingernpeel. 1992; Waker & Hennig, 1997). %We th s  may be a direct result of the 

increased stress with whlch single mothers are attempting to cope, the intensity in parent- 

child relationships m a y  also be associated with the maintenance or dissolution of emotional 

h)undaries in f d i e s  undergoing stress and transition. 

Therefore. the purpose of the present study was to examine the factors which m a y  
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predict boundary dissolution in mother-chdd relationships and to test mediational and 

moderational models of the relationships between these emotional boundaries and 
9 

chddren's adjustment. In order to understand the process of boundary dissolution and the 

unique factors affecting boundaries in single parent f d e s .  three areas of literature will 

be reviewed: boundaries in parent-chdd relationshps, parent-child relationships in single- 

parent families. and maternal distress in single-parent f d e s .  

Boundaries in the Parent-Child Relationship 

According to farmly systems theory. members of the family unit form several 

relationship subsystems which are interrelated, yet separated by emotional boundaries. 

The emotional boundaries of the various subsystems "are the rules d e h g  who 

participates. and how" (Minuchln 1974, p. 53). Ideally. f d y  members foUow the 

"rules" of their subsystem and avoid interfering in other subsystems. For example, adults' 

needs tbr physical and emotional intimacy are met by othA adults in the system children's 

needs for nurturance are met by their parents, and the parents take on the leadership roles 

in the farnily (Hiester. 1995; Minuchln 1974). In t h  way, clear boundaries are 

established which ensure that the developmental needs of farnily members are met (Sroufe 

& Fleeson. 1 988). In families where there is generational boundary dissolution chddren's 

own developmental needs may not be met, for example. when they have to provide 

emotional support to a parent (Howes &: Cicchetti. 1993; Minuchln 1974). T h  can 

result in long-term adjustment dficulties for chddren (Fullinwider-Bush & Jacobvitz. 

1993; Hiester. 1995; Jacobvitz & Bush 1996). 

The presence of clear emotional boundaries between mothers and their chldren has 

a significant impact on ctuldren's psychosocial development (Mmuchln 1 974). Recently, 
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researchers in the area of developmental psychopathology have emphasized the 

importance of studying the chdd in the context of the family system (Howes & Cicchetti, , 

1993) and have begun to document the negative effects of inappropriate boundaries on 
& 

chddren's adjustment (Fish Belsky, &: Youngblade, 199 1 ; Fullinwider-Bush & Jacobvitz. 

1993; Hiester, 1995; Jacobvitz & Busk 1996; Jacobvitz & Sroufe. 1987; Kerig. 1995; 

Olver. Aries. & Batgos. 1989). 

To date. the construct of boundary dissolution has been defined and 

operat ionahzed in various ways throughout the empirical literature. One form of 

boundary dissolution termed s~ousdication (Hiester, 1995). or spill-over (Engfer, 1988; 

Kerig, Cowan. & Cowan. 1993). describes a process in which maritally unhappy parents 

transfer negative feehgs towards their partners onto their children. In contrast. some 

parents may form an overly-close bond in which they seek emotional support and 

nurturance fiom their ctuldren termed role-reversal (Jacobvitz, Morgan, Kretchrnar, & 

Morgan. 1991). parentification (Mika. Bergner, & Baum 1987; Sroufe, Jacobvitz, 

Magelsdorf, Dehgelo,  & Ward, 1985; Valleau, Bergner, & Horton 1995). or the chdd- 

like parent (Hiester, 1995). Some studies have focused on the concept of maternal 

intrusiveness (Egeland. Pianta, & O'Brien 1993; Olver et al., 1989) or over- 

protectiveness (Thornasgard. Metz, Edelbrock, & Shonkoff, 1995). An extreme form of 

boundary dissolution may occur in which parents form an enmeshed relationship with their 

chddren, characterized by a lack of separation and individuation (Fulhwider-Bush & 

Jacobvitz, 1993; Olver et al.. 1989). In enmeshed relationships. there is a lack of 

acknowledgment of boundaries between self and other and so parents form an extremely 

close relationship with their chddren which restricts the chddren's independence and 
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identity formation (Fuhwider-Bush & Jacobvitz. 1993). Lastly, parents may provide 

protection &om mill-over by clearly delineating the b o d a r i e s  between parental issues 

and parent-c hild relationships (Kerig, 1995). Thus, parents may actively protect their 

chddren from the stress they are going through and avoid discussing adult-oriented 

personal matters with their children. 

When the marital subsystem is distressed, there is an increased risk for 

inappropriate boundanes between parents and their children (Fish et al., 1991; Hiester, 

1995; Kerig. 1995). Parents who are unable to receive adequate support or emotional 

satisfaction from their partners may be more likely to seek support from their chddren or 
\ 

\ 

become increasingly overprotective or involved with their chddren (Howes .& Cicchettl, 

1.993; Osofsky. 1995). On the positive side. the maintenance of appropriate emotional 

.s 

boundanes can prbtect children fiom these kkds of famdy stress. Parents who maintain 

clear boundaries between themselves and their children provide for their children's 

emotional needs. but also allow then children adequate independence for personal 

development (Minuchm 1.974). For example, appropriate boundanes have been identified 

a s  a potentla1 buffer against the negative effects of interparental discord on chddren 
3 

(Kerig, 1995). 

W e  the relationship between marital contlict and boundary maintenance has been 

investigated in two-parent families. there is a lack of information regarding the impact of 

'these issues in smgle-parent farmlies. Even though disturbances in parent-chdd roles and 

boundanes have been suggested as unprtant concerns in single parent fimhes (Walker & 
.. 

Hennig. 19971, empirical research has just begun to-address these issues with this 

population (Brown. Kerig. & Scharfenkrg-. 1997; Scharfenberg. Kerig. Lim & Brown 
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1997). For example. single mothers may be experiencing high levels of distress and 

receiving little. if any, support fkom previous partners. Given the absence of a spousal 

system. single mothers may rely on their children for emotional support, increasing the 

level of intimacy and intensity in the parent-chdd relationship. This process would result 

in increased boundary dissolution in the parent-chdd relationship 

Parent-Chdd Relationships in Single-Parent Famhes 

There are some unique qualities of parent-cMd relationships in single-parent 

f d e s  which seem to be related to processes of boundary dissolution. There is some 
4 

evidence that single parent families are less hierarchical and more egalitarian resulting in a 

blurrirlg of the roles of parents and chddren (Hanson 1988; Hetherington & Chgempeel, 

1992). CMdren in single-parent farmlies may have to take on more responsibility tbr the 

well-being of other family members. resulting in a weakening of generational boundaries 

( Walker & Hennig. 1 997). 

Secondly, parent-chdd relationships in single-mother famhes tend to be 

-'affectivelq charged" (Walker & Hennig. 1997. p. 3). including both high levels of 

affection and high levels of c o d k t  and negatibity (Amato & Keith 1991 ; Cohen. 1994; 

Smetana et al.. 1991; Walker & Hennig. 1997). For example. Walker and Hennig ( 1997) 

found that chddren and parents in single-parent f d e s  demonstrated poorer control over 

their emotions in verbal discussions than did children and parents in two-parent fxmhes. 

Although single parents and their chddren engage in more conflict and disagreement. they 

also share their thoughts and feehgs  and provide greater mutual support in their 

relationships than parents and chddren in two-parent farmbes. 

Both the blurring of roles and the intensifying of emotions in parent-chdd 
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relationships can be understood as part of a process of increased generational boundary 

dissolution. Mothers coping with the stresses of single parenthood may rely more on their 

chddren to provide them with emotional and instrumental support. resulting in increased 

boundary dissolution between themselves and their chddren. 

It is important to note, however. that not all research demonstrates consistently 

negative findings related to child adjustment and parent-chdd relationships when 

comparing single-parent to two-parent famhes. For example, Ricciuti and Snow ( 1997) 

did not find any risk for chddren's school readiness and achievement in single-parent 

families. In addition Walker and Hennig ( 1997) did not find that all single-parent f d e s  

in their study engaged in less hierarchical and intimate parent-child relationships. In 

addition. it should be highhghted that although Walker and Hennig (1997) found that 

single parents and their children demonstrated more hostility and codl~ct. they also 

demonstrated increased nurturance and mutual support. Hagan Hollier. O'Connor, and 

Eisenberg (1992) have also noted that despite their general findings of increased 

difficulties in parent-child relationships in single-parent and divorced families. there was 

considerable diversity in the adjustment of families to marital transitions. Therefore, it is 

important to investigate the specdic quahies of parent-child relationships. such as 

boundary maintenance, which may account for some of these differences in adjustment 

found in familtes dealing with stressfid events and transitions. 

Maternal Distress: Risk factors in Single-Parent Famhes 

Single parents may be deahg  with a variety of psychosocial stressors which would 

increase the potential for boundary dissolution in the parent-chdd relationship. and 

consequently, place children at increased risk for adjustment dficulties. 
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Maternal Stress. As noted above, empirical research on single-parent farmlies has 

reported that these fanhes experience more stressful life events than do two-parent 

f d e s  (Forgatch Patterson, & Skinner. 1988; McLanahan & Sandefur. 1994). Maternal 

stress has an important impact on chtldren's development and has been found to be related 

to children's behavior problems (Pianta Egeland. & Sroufe. 1990) and poorer overall 

adjustment (Garrnezy. Masten. & Tellegan 1984). Parental stress negatively affects chdd 

adjustment through increasing parent-chdd conflict (Forgatch et al.. 1988) and decreasing 

parental availability and warmth (Belsky, 1984; Klebanov. Brooks-Gunn & Duncan 

1994). 

Maternal stress has been related to an increase in intrusive parenting behaviors 

(Egeland. Pianta & O'Brien 1993) and chtld maltreatment (Gelles, 1989; Pianta, Egeland. 

& Enkson 1989). In addition mothers reporting higher levels of stress and anxiety were 

tbund to attribute more responsibility for caregiving difficulties to their chddren. These 

mothers also expressed a desire for chddren to be more independent and self-reliant. in 

order to decrease their o ~ n  parental responsibilities (Wefel, Frye, & Adam 1997). These 

maternal responses to stress describe a process of boundary dissolution where mothers 

may be more intrusive with their chddren and may rely more on their chtldren to meet their 

own needs. 

Maternal Depression. Single parenthood not only increases life stress. but is also 

related to increases in maternal depressive symptoms (Hall & Sachs. 1993; Siegel 1995). 

Research has found that chtldren of depressed parents are at an increased risk for the 

development of psychopathology (Beardslee. Bemporad, Keller & K l e m  1983; for a 

review. see Curnrnings & Davies, 1994). Maternal depression can negatively affect 
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children by exposing them to depressive behavior and by changing the quality of parent- 

chdd interactions (Cumrnings, 1995; Cummings & Davies, 1994; Teti, Gelford, Messinger. 

& Isabella 1995). Research has shown. for example. that depressed parents tend to be 

less psychologically available and more detached !?om their chddren or more intrusive and 

overinvolved with the%hddren (Biringen & Robinson 99 1 : Gordon et al.. 1 989). 

Recent theoreticalhevel~~ments in the area of parental depression have focused on 

the effects of maternal depression on children's emotional security (Cummings. 1995; 

Curnmings & Cicchetti 1990). Cummings ( 1995) hypothesizes that children's .emotional 

insecurity wdl increase their motivation to support their parents or attempt to regulate 

their parents' emotional state and behavior (Cummings. 1995). As with the effects 

associated with maternal stress, these processes all have implications for the dissolution of 

boundaries in the mother-chdd relationship. For example. an increase in parents' 

intrusiveness with their children will result in less clear boundaries between mothers and 

children. and children's active involvement in regulating their parents' behavior may place 

them in a parenting role. 

Maternal S o c d  Support. Maternal social support is a t h d  important factor 

affecting parent and chdd hctioning in single-parent U e s .  Several studies have 

reported that single mothers receive less social support than mothers in two-parent 

f d e s  (Klebanov et al.. 1994; Nelson 1995), which may result in these mothers relylng 

on their chddren to meet their emotional needs. Research has found that single mothers 

! who received instrumental support !?om work or school associates and emotional support 

in personal relationships were at a lower risk for abusing their chddren (Moncher. 1995) 

and were more emotionally avadable to their chddren (Taylor & Chesler. 1993). In their 
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2 study of boundary violations in two-parent f d e s .  Fish et al. ( 199 1 ) found that wives 

who received low levels of soclal support were more likely to have mother-chdd 

relationships characterized by increased boundary dissolution. 

Although maternal stress. depression. and social support have been investigated as 

independent constructs. research has also shown that these factors are interrelated with 

each other (Pianta & Egeland. 1994; Simons. Lorenz. Conger. & Wu. 1992; Simons. 

Lorenz. Wu. & Conger, 1993). For example, Simons et al. (1992; 1993) found that Lack 

of spousal support was related to parental depression and that financial stress was related 

- 
to both parental depression and lack of spousal support. In addition, a study by Pianta and 

Egeland (1994) on the h k s  between stress and depression supported the bidirectional 

relationship between maternal stress and maternal depression. Therefore. maternal stress. 

depression. and social support may co-occur in single parent famhes. having a combined 

effect on the process of generational boundary dissolution. 

Moderating Effects of Generational Boundaries on Chdd Ad-iustment 

As outhed above. maternal stress, depression and lack of social support may all 

contribute to the dissolution of boundaries in the parent-chdd relationshp. However. 

maintenance of clear emotional boundaries despite the occurrence of these stressors can 

play an important moderating role in chddren's adjustment. Whde boundary dissolution 

may exacerbate the negative effects of parental stress and unavallabdity on chddren. clear 

emotional baundaries in the parent-chdd relationship may lead to a felt sense of security 

whch wdl result in increased resiliency. Davies' and Cummings' (1994; see also 

Curnrnings & . Davies. 1995 ) emotional security hypothesis proposes that children's 

representations of security in the parent-chdd relationship are distinct fiom their feelings of 
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insecurity resulting fiom famdy stress. These representations of parental emotional 

availability may, therefore, buffer chddren from the effects of stress and play an important 

role in their psychological adjustment (see also Rutter. 1979; 1990). 

Researchers in developmental psychopathology have stressed the importance of 

identdying the specdic processes which contribute to resiliency in chddren growing up in 

stressful environments (Cicchetti. 1993; Cicchetti & Garmezy. 1993). Examining the 

process of boundary dissolution between mothers and chddren may  contribute to our 

understanding of the factors which protect chddren from the development of childhood 

adjustment dficulties. 

Gender Issues in Generational Boundary Dissolution 

The potential moderating and mediating effects of boundary dissolution on chdd 

adjustment are complicated by the fact that gender dfierences in parent-child boundaries 

have been reported in the literature. For example. some studies have found that mothers 

engage in more intrusiveness and over-protectiveness with daughters than with sons 

( Fullinwider-Bush & Jacobvitz. 1993; Olver et al.. 1989). whde others have reported no 

gender dtfferences in parents' intrusive behaviors (Thornasgard et al., 1995). In addition 

it has been found that mothers who are unhappy with their marital relationship are more 

likely to interact with their sons as an intimate partner, but are more likely to place their 

daughters in a parenting role (Hiester. 1995; Mika et al., 1987: Valleau et al.. 1995). 

Contradictory findings regarding gender daerences have also emerged, however. Some 

studies report that mothers in maritally distressed relationships are more hostile with sons. 

allowing their feehgs towards their partner to "spill over" onto their sons (Hetherington 

& Clingempeel. 1992; Kerig et al.. 1993). whde other studies report that these mothers are 

Y 
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more intimate and "enmeshed" with their sons whlle engaging in more hostile interactions 

with their daughters (Hiester. 1995; Sroufe et al., 1985). These gender issues in bound* 

violations have not been investigated in single parent farnhes. however. where the spousal 

system is absent. 

As a result of these gender differences reported in the literature. boundap 

dissolution in parent-chdd relationshps may have different effects on boys and girls. 

Mothers may engage in different types of buundaq t-iolations depending on the gender of 

their chld and t h s  may result in unique p5ttet-ns of adjustment difficulties for girls and 

boys. 

Classlfiing and MeasurinsF.Parent-Child Boundaries 

To date. parent-chdd boundaries have generally been measured through 

obser\.ational coding methods. However. these methods requue a lot of tune and 

resources. and are, therefore. not easily implemented in applied settings (Ksrig. 1995). 

Some self- report measures have been developed whc  h contain subscales assessing 

boundary dissolution, however. they measure lirmted dimensions of the construct. Only 

two parent-report measures currently exist which assess particular dimensions of b o u n d q  

dissolution. The Adult-Adolescent Parentinv Inventory (AAPI, Bavolek, 1986) contains 

one subscale of boundary dissolution a role-reversal scale. The Parent Protection Scale is 

a measure of parental "intrusiveness" (Thomasgard et al., 1995 ). In addition there are 

two items on thls scale whch are retlective of an enmeshed relationshp: "I encourage my 

chdd to depend on me". and "I have difficulty separating &om my chdd". The majority of 

the self-report measures have k e n  developed to assess colkge students' perceptions of 

their relationships with their parents (Bavolek, 1986; Jacobcitz & Bush. 1996; Mika et al., 



Mother-Child Boundaries 12 

1987; Olver et al., 1989: Valleau et al.. 1995). There are currently no available self-report 

measures for children to describe these qualities of the parent-chld relationshp. 

Therefore. a measure of boundary dissolut~on has k e n  developed for t e purposes d 
of t h s  study. the Parent-Child Boundaries Scale 1 PBS). T h s  meas 

- 
d= carious ttpes of boundaries discussed m the literature. mcluding ti .e ttpes of boundaq 

dissolution: intrusiveness. spousification. role-re~ersal. enmeshment. and protection tiom 

sp~ll-oter In addition. cersions for both parents m d  chlldren were dewloped. Phls 

measure proc~ded a comprehensne measure of t w u n d q  d~ssolution m reported h! both 

mothers md their children. 

H Y Q ~  t hexs  

1 .  One of the purposes of the present study w a s  to ~alidate the Parent-Ctuld 

Boundaries Scale. To assess the construct calidit! of the Parent-ch~ld Boundaries scale. 

mot hers' reports o f h)undar?/ dissolution were correlated with theoreticall> related 

parenting constructs on other measures o f parental khakior. I t  was h>pothesued that 

mothers who were socially isolated would be more llkely to engage in enmeshed 

relationships with theu children. and mothers who lacked a sense of competence would be 

more lkel) to rel) on their chldren to meet the~r needs. [ t  was  also hcpothesized that 

mothers who engaged in more boundary dissolution, particularly intrusite a d  enmeshed 

behaviors, would be less Llkely to encourage the independence o f theu children. 

2 .  Lack of social support, increased life stress. and maternal depr~ession were 

expected to be associated with buundary dissolution between mothers and their children. 

The relathe predictive power of each of these variables was examined. 

3.  Mother-child h3undaries were investigated as potential mediators or 
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moderators of the relat ionshp between three rnateml risk factors ( i.e.. materhal stress. 

depression, md  lack of social support) and chld adjustment. Thr  extent to tc hich mothers 

maintained clear boundaries with their ctuldren N as h?wt hesized to pnltect children from 

evperienc mg internalizing d externalizing dificult ies. Children's Ieve l of m ~ i e t y  nuy lu 

part~cularlj, affected b) these b o u n d ~  ciolations p e n  the h?pothesized impact of t here 

parent-c hild processes on children's sense 0 f emot ~onal mecurit! m d  tulnerabilit> 

Baron and Kenny (1986) have outlined the conceptual and statistical ditierences 

k t ~ b e e n  med~ators and moderators. 'Lted~atars u e  !nrer\enlnp tarlahies that Lue 

respons~ble h r  relat  ons st ups found betmeen mdependent a d  dependent c mables The 

mttdlator otferc an euplamt~on AS to hot4 these etf't'cts occur Xladerators. on the other 

hand. d k c t  the 5trength or duect~on c) t the csu.wl relat~onshp between the independent 

,ind dependent L wiahles. 

Researchers in a varitttt of areas of child and f:m~il> psychologc hate tested h ) t h  

rnediational and moderat tonal models to explain the possible relationships mwng their 

constructs of interest (Simons et 31.. 1992; Sinlons et al.. 1993; Valentiner. t-lolllhm. & 

htoos. 19941. For exmple, Simons et al. ( 1992; 1993). tested h ~ t h  a med~ator and 

moderator model of the eflects of spousil support on the relationship betwen tir-unc~al 

stress and supportive parenting. I'hej, hund that spousal support had h ~ t h  mediating md 

moderating effects on the relationshy o f interest. 

Ciicen the literature to date. it was imclear whether parent-child bound&? 

dissolution would act as a mediator or moderator of the relationship between maternal 

distress md child adjustment. (;enerationid hjundap dissolution m> rnedkte the 
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relatronshp between maternal d~stress and cMd adjus~ment in that it accounts for the 

relat~onshnp between these two canables Vaternai dzstress ma! Gad to a proces  of 

boundaq d~ssolut~on between mothers and chldren w h c  h results m negatn e 

consequences for chddren's adjustment On the other W d .  boundaries ma) moderate an 

e u t m g  reiat~onshp between maternal d~stress and chld adjustment. changmg the strength 

and direction of this relationship 

4 Gender differences m mother-chid h3wS.q d~swlution were erplored f t  was 

h)pothesued that mothers would hc: more I k l ?  to engage in mtrus1ceness and r& 

rekeral urth their daughters than ~c i th  their sons p e n  the research that has hund such 

diferences between mother-son mother-daughter interactions (Fuhwider-Bush & 

Jacohcit~. 1903; Hiester. 19525; Olcer et al.. 19891 The degree tu tchch mothers engage 

in ~ousificg!in kersus txn__meshment ccith the~r  sons ~ c a s  also examined giten the 

contradictop research findings in the literature. E uplorutoq analyses were also 

conducted to examine possible gender difierences in the mediational and incderational 

t'tkcts ofh~undar ies  on child adjustment. 

blet hod 

part i.qaIlIt s 

Participants t;>r the current study were part of a lager  project inwstigatmg J 

variety of issues in single parent fhi l ies .  Mothers and children between 7 and 1 1 tears of  

age uere recruited tiom schools, daycarts, m d  conununit> agencies m the Louer 

Mainland. .Approval was obtained tiom the mdividual schools. da)caes rind agencies cc ho 

then distributed tliers to women and children ~ h o  uere attending their t;xility. I'he tlier 

described the purpose and procedure o f the project to prospective participants who then 
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contacted the researchers if they wanted more dormation or were interested in 

part ic ipat inp in the study . 

The age range of chddren was chosen in order to h t  the focus to children at one 

developmental stage. Preschoolers. schoo I-aged cMdren and adolescents respond to 

stress in characteristically daerent ways (Compas. Korsham. & Ey. 1992). In addition. 

what constitutes appropriate and inappropriate emotional boundaries may vary at diKerent 

developmental stages. 

Characteristics of the Sample 

Phis stud) included 84 single mothers and their eldest chdd between the ages of 

m e n  to 1 1 .  There were 46 girls (mean age = 9.3 yews, a = 1.46) and 38 boqs (mean 

age -- 9.4 !.ears, $I) -- 1.37). Mothers ranged in age from 26 to 47. The average annual 

farnil) income fell in the $20.000 to $4i),000 range and mothers worked an average of 2 5  

hours weeh outside the home. Eighty-five percent of the mothers were Caucasian. 4O.o 

Asian. J O o  First Nations, 1 O O  East Indian. 10!o .Ahcan. and 5O.b did not indicate their 

ethnic background. Ninety-eight percent of mothers had completed high school and 40•‹,0 

had some ~ocational training or  college education. Eleven percent of mothers fell in the 

clinical range on the Beck Depression Inventory (Beck. *Ward, & Mendelson. 1985). 

Mothers' reports of their children's behavior problems on the Child Behavior Checklist 

( Achenbac'h & Edelbrock. 1993) indicated that I6O.0 df chdciren fell in the cluucal range for 

internahkg problems whle an additional l4O.0 fell in the borderline range of this scale. 

Eight percent of children fell in the clinical range on exte-g behavior problems whle 

an additional 6',b fell in the hjrderline clinical range on t h s  scale. With regards to 

previous coimseling experiences, 70•‹0 of mothers indicated that they had received 
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individual therapy at some point and 420/0 reported that their child had been in therapy. 

Insert Table 1 about here 

With regards to current romantic relationships. 48% of the mothers reported that 

they were currently involved in a romantic relationship and 8% of mothers indicated that 

''. they were living with their current partner. Only 5% of mothers reported that their current 

romantic partner was supporting them financially and only 4% reported that thls partner 

was participating equally in chlldrearing decisions. 

With regards to the mothers' relationships with their children's fathers. 70% 

indicated that the break-up was "very angry" or "somewhat angry". Only 8% reported 

that the break-up was "hendly". Forty-three percent of the mothers reported that their 

current relationship with their ctuld's father was "hendly". 159'0 reported that it was 

neither "tiiendly nor angry", 24% reported that it was "very angry" or "somewhat angry". 

and 17% reported that they had no contact with their chdd's father. Mothers reported that 

6h0/b of the chddren had at least monthly contact mith their fathers. 23% saw their fathers 

ordy a few times per year, and 10•‹/b had no contact with their fathers. 

Procedure 

Mothers and their ctuldren had the option to participate in the study at the Family 

Relations Lab at Simon Fraser University or at their home. A consent form was reviewed 

with each mother and chdd to d o r m  them of the objectives and procedures of the study. 

their right to withdraw from the study at any time. and the steps taken to ensure the 

confidentiality of any lnforrnation collected. 
r' 

Mothers independently completed questionnaires for approximately two hours. 
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Chddren privately completed questionnaires in an interview format with a trained - female 

interviewer. If at any time during the interview a child appeared distressed.  he 

interviewer would stop the interview and check with the chdd regarding M e r  wish to 

, continue OF engage in other activities (e.g.. reading a book. playing a game). In addition 

interviewers conducting a debriefing with mothers and children at the.end of the interview. 

Participants received a $10 honoraiiurn and a handbook on how parents-can help 

their chddren cope with stress. which included a hst of community resources for parents 

and children. Chddren received a g& certficate for a local video store. All participants 

*ill receive a copy of the ;esults of the study upon completion. AU procedures and 

questionnaires were approved by the Simon Fraser University Ethics Committee. 

Adult Measures 

Demorrravhlc Information. Demographic information was collected fiom the - 
mothers in order to describe the sample participating in the study. Data on age. e thci ty .  

income. and education was gathered. 

Life Events Survey (LES; Sarason Johnson & Siegal. 1978). The LES is a 

measure of the number and perceived impact of major Life events. Mothers rate the 
\ 

occurrence and impact of any of the b e d  events that they have experienced in the past 

year. Test-raest rehability of the negative events score of the LES has been found to 

range from .56 to .88 (Sarason et al.. 1978). The test-retest rehbility of the total score 

ranged from .63 to .64. Negative impact ratings of Life events have been found to be 

significantly correlated with state and trakanuiety. with personal maladjustment, and with 

the Beck Depression Inventory. 

Social Sup-port Questionnaire (SSQ; Sarason Lecine, Basham & Sarason 1983) 
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rl p. 

This is a 6 item measure of perceived avallable support. Each item has two parts: the 

- , - number of available others the person can turn to in times of need in a variety of situatiorw 
< - 

I * .  and the degree of satisfaction with the perceived support. In the present study. mothers' 
5 

satisfaction ratings were used since the degree of satisfaction was anticipated to be more 

representative of mothers' sense of well-being than simply the total number of persons 
a, 

avallable (Sarason, Shearin, Pierce. & Sarason 1987). SSQ scores have been found to be 

related to depression anxiety. hostility, perceived separation anxiety in chddhood. 

lonehess. and shyness (Sarason et al., 1987). In addition it has been found to correlate 

with other well-used measures of social support (Sarason et al.. 1987). In the present 

stud). the internal consistency of the s o c d  support scale was alpha = .94. 

Beck De~ression Inventow (BDI; Beck. Ward. & Mendelson 1985). This is a 2 1 ' 

item self-report questionnaire which measures the severity of depressive synptornatology. 

T h a D I  is a widely used instrument for depression and has demonstrated good reliabdity 
l 

and vahdity. In the present study, the internal consistency of the BDI was alpha = .86. 

Parent-Chdd Boundaries Scale - Parent Version (PBS-P; Kerig & Bromn 1996). 

The PBS-P is a 35 item self-report questionnaire which assesses the five types of boundary 

dissolution described prekiousb: role-reversal. enmeshment, spouslfication intrusiveness. 

and protection fiom spill-ober (See Appendix A). P r e h h q  analyses on a sample of 78 

mothers found the total score of the parent-report version to be reliable. The internal 

consistency of the total PBS-P scores was alpha = .89. The relnbhties of the five 

subscales ranged from .49 to .85. 

Adult-Adolescent Parenting Inventory (AAPI; Bavolek. 1986). This is a self- 

report scale designed to assess attitudes toward parentmg and ernpathlc parenting 
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practices. The AAPI contains four subscales: inappropriate expectations. empathy. 

corporal punishment, and role-reversal. The AAPI has been shown to be a reliable 

measure (Corcoran & Fisher. 1987). In the present study, the internal consistency of the 

role-reversal scale was alpha = .79 and the internal consistency of the inappropriate 

expectations scale was alpha = .70. 

Parenting Stress Index (PSI: Abidin, 

'questionnaire designed to assess sources of 

measure assesses three domains of parenting: 

1986). The PSI is a 120 item self-report 

stress in parent-child relationships. The 

the child domain. the parent domain. and 

Me stress. The alphas of these domains range from .89 to .93 and the alpha of the total 

PSI score is .95. Concurrent and construct validity of the PSI has been demonstrated in a 

large number of pubhhed studies some of which are documented in the test manual. For " 

the present study. the total PSI score. and the social isolation and sense of competence 

subscales were used as part of the validation of the PBS-P. Given that the PBS is a 

measure of emotional boundaries between parents and their children. only these subscales 

of the PSI were used as criterion variables (Abidin & Brunner. 1995; Webster-Stratton & 

Harnrnond. 1988). In the present study, the internal consistency of the total score was 

alpha = .93. The internal consistency of the social isolation scale was alpha = .72 and the 

internal consistency of the sense of competence scale was alpha = .74. 

Parent Attitudes Toward CNdrearina Questionnaire (PACQ; Goldberg & 

Easterbrooks, 1984). k self-report measure contains 5 1 items which assess various 

parenting issues. The four subscales are warmth independence, strictness, and 

aggravation. All of the scales demonstrate sufficiently high internal rehability, with alphas 

ranging from .58 to .78 (mean alpha = .69). For the present study. the independence scale 
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of the PACQ was used as part of the validation of the Boundaries measure. In the present 

study, the internal consistency of the independence scale was alpha = .72. 

Chdd Behavior Checkht (CBCL; Achenbach & Edelbrock. 1993). The CBCL is 

a parent-report measure of the chdd's competencies and problem behaviors. The scales of 

primary interest for the present study include the I n t e r n a h g  and Externaliung scales. 

The CBCL is a widely used measure of children's behavior problems which has 

demonstrated good reliability, as well as content. construct, and criterion-related validity 

( Achenbach & Edelbrock. 1993). 

Chlld Measures 

Parent-Child Boundaries Scale - Child Version (PBS-C; Kerig & Brown 1996). 

The chdd version of the PBS-C is also a 35 item self-report questionnaire which assesses 

the five types of boundary dissolution: role-reversal. enmeshment. spousiiication 

intrusiveness. and protection fiom spill-over (See Appendix B). The items on the parent- 

version have been reworded to reflect the chdd's perspective on boundary violations in the 

parent-chdd relationshp. 

Revised Chddren's M d e s t  Anxietv Scale (RCMAS; Reynolds & Richmond. 

1978). The RCMAS is a 37 item measure of trait anxiety symptoms. The Anxiety scale 

consists of 28 items which measure chddren's level of d e s t  anxiety. The remaining 9 

items form a Lie scale which measures the degree to which children's responses are 

duenced  by their desire to respond in socially desirable ways. Chddren respond "Yes'' or 

"No" to each item The RCMAS has demonstrated internal consistency (alpha = .85; 

Reynolds & Richmond, 1978). concurrent validity with the trait scale of the State-Trait 

Anxiety Inventory for Chddren (1 = .85, p < .001; Reynolds, 1980). and construct validity 
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(Reynolds & Richmond, 1979). In the present study, the internal consistency of the 

CMAS was alpha = .89. 

Results 

Parent-Chlld Boundaries Scale 

Rehability 

As shown in Table 2. the internal consistency of the total score of the parent- 

version of the PBS (PBS-P) was .89. Cronbach's alphas for the five subscales on the PBS- 

P ranged fiom .49 to .85 with a mean alpha of .71. Only the protection from spill-over 

scale. with an alpha of .49, was found to fall below minimum acceptable rehability of .60 

according to Kaplan and Saccuzzo (1993). The other four subscales (role-reversal. 

enmeshment. intrusiveness. and spouslfication) demonstrated good reliability with alphas 

ranging fiom .72 to .85. Only a subsample of 51 chrldren completed the chdd version of 

the PBS (PBS-C). The internal consistency of the total score of the PBS-C was .79 and 

the alphas for the 5 subscales oq the PBS-C ranged fiom .40 to .75, with a mean alpha of 

.60. The enmeshment and protection from spill-over scales had alphas which fell below 

minimum acceptable reliability. 

Insert Table 2 about here 

As displayed in Table 3. all five subscales of the PBS-P were significantly * 

correlated with the PBS-P total score. Although the five subscales were all signdicantly 

correlated with each other. these correlations ranged h m  _r = .29 to .63, indicating that 

some of the types of boundary dissolution were more interrelated than others. Of the five 

subscales, the enmeshment and role-reversal scales were most highly correlated with each 
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other. Role-reversal and enmeshment were also highly correlated with intrusiveness. 

Spousification and protection fiom spill-over had the lowest correlations with the other 

scales of the PBS-P. Smdar results were found with the cMd version of the measure. All 

five subscales of the PBS-C were sigdicantly correlated with the PBS-C total score. 

However. only some of the PBS-C subscales were signrficantly correlated with each other. 

As in the parent-report version. role-reversal and enmeshment were most highly correlated 

with each other. Spousdication was significantly correlated with intrusiveness. and 

protection ffom spill-over was sigruficantly correlated with role-reversal. intrusiveness. 

and spousifkation. 

Insert Table 3 about here 

4 

Correlations between mothers' and children's reports of boundary dissolution are 

reported in Table 3 .  Results indicate that mothers' PBS-P total scores correlated 

significantly with children's PBS-C total scores. In addition, mothers' and children's scores 

on the role-reversal and enmeshment scales were sigmficantly correlated with each other. 

Mothers' and chddren's scores on intrusiveness, spouslfication and protection fiom spill- 

over did not sigdjcantly correlate with each other. These data indicate that while 

mothers and chrldren agree in general regarding the degree of boundary dissolution in their 

relationship. thls agreement is not found regarding all types of boundary dissolution. 

Specifically. mothers and chddren did not agree about the level of intrusiveness and 

spouslfication in their relationship. Given the unrehability of the protection &om spill-over 

scale. it is dficult to interpret the lack of a relationship between mothers' and chddren's 

reports of this form of boundary dissolution. 
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Insert Table 3 about here 

To assess the construct validity of the Parent-Chdd Boundaries scale. mothers' 

reports of boundary dissolution were correlated with theoretically related parenting 

constructs on the Adult-Adolescent Parenting Inventory (AAPI). the Parenting Stress 

Index (PSI), and the Parental Attitudes Towards Chddrearing Questionnaire (PACQ). 

Insert Table 4 about here 

Adult-Adolescent Paknting Inventory 

It  was hypothesized that mothers' reports of role-reversal on the ,ZAP1 would be 

correlated sigmficantly with the role-reversal scale and total score of the PBS-P. As 

shown in Table 4. mothers' total PBS-P scores and PBS-P role-reversal scores were 

correlated significantly with the role-reversal scale of the . M I ,  although the correlation 

between the two role-reversal scores was somewhat stronger than the correlation between 

the PBS total score and the AAPI role-reversal score. Whde the AAPI role-reversal scale 

was correlated sigmficantly with several of the PBS-P scales. it was most strongly 

correlated with the PBS-P role-reversal scale. However. when partla1 correlations were 

calculated between the AAPI scales and the PBS-P scales. partiahg out the correlations 

among the PBS-P scales, the AAPI role-reversal scale was correlated sipdicantly only 

with the PBS-P role-reversal scale (1 = .39, g < ,001 ). The AAPI role-reversal scale was 

not sigruficantly correlated with any other PBS-P scale. The inappropriate expectations 

scale of the AAPI. which measures the extent to whlch parents expect their chddren to 
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engage in tasks beyond their age expectations. was only sigruficantly correlated with the. 

role-reversal scale of the PBS-P. Thls correlation would be expected since parents who 

engage in role-reversal with their chddren rely on their chddren to meet their own 

emotional needs. despite the developmental inappropriateness of this role. These results 

provide some evidence for the construct validity of the role-reversal scale(given that thls 

scale demonstrated relationships with other constructs which were distinct from the other 

PBS-P scales. 

Parenting Stress Index 

As shoum in Table 4, mothers' reports of boundary dissolution were compared 

with their reports of total parenting stress. social isolation and sense of competence on 

the PSI. It  was hypothesized that mothers who reported feeling stressed. socially isolated, 

and challenged by parenting demands may be more hkely to rely on their chddren to meet 

their emotional needs. Total boundary dissolution was correlated sign~ticantly with total 

parenting stress. social isolation and sense of competence. Mothers' scores on sense of 

competence were also correlated sigmlicantly with role reversal and spousiiication and 

moderately correlated with enmeshment. Mothers' sense of social isolation was 

sigmficantly correlated with role-reversal scores and spousdication scores. and moderately 

correlated with enmeshment. When con t rohg  for the correlations among the PBS-P 

scales. a few dfferences in these relationships between PBS-P scores and PSI scores were 

found: spousification was no longer correlated sigmlicantly with social isolation and 

enmeshment was no longer correlated with any PSI scores. These results suggest that the 

stress associated with the parental role was specdically related to mothers' engagement in 

role-reversal and spousification with their children. but not to mothers' enmeshment with 
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their chddren. In addition. spousltication was more strongly related to mothers' sense of 
* 

competence than to their social isolation. 

Parental Attitudes Towards Chlldrearinn Questionnaire 

In order to assess the construct validity of the PBS-P total score and intrusiveness 

score. mothers' total boundary dissolution scores and intrusiveness scores were correlated 

with the independence scale of the PACQ which assesses parental attitudes towards child 

autonomy (Goldberg & Easterbrooks. 1984). .As displayed in Table 4. mothers' PBS-P 

total and intrusiveness scores were significantly negatively correlated with independence 

scores on the PACQ. The independence scale of the PACQ was not signdicantly related 

to any other PBS-P scale scores. demonstrating the conceptual distinctiveness of this 

PBS-P scale. %'hen controlling for the correlations among PBS-P scales, t h s  uruque 

relationshp between intrusiveness and independence remained and the correlations 

between the PACQ independence scale and the other PBS-P scales weakened. 

Developmental Dflerences 

: Mothers' PBS-P total scores were not correlated with chldren's age (1 = -. 14. p = 

.20) and chldren's age was only moderately negatively correlated with mothers' reports on 

the intrusiveness subscale (1 = -. 19. p = .08). These results suggest that mothers tend to 

be somewhat more intrusive with younger ctuldren. as would be expected given that 

younger chddren require more supervision and structure. 

Summarv 

These results suggest that the PBS is a reliable measure which provides an 

assessment of overall parent-child boundaries as weU as indices of distinct types of  

boundary dissolution. The protection &om spill-over scale, however, did not demonstrate 
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adequate rehbdit). on either the mother or the chdd questionnaire. The construct validie 

of the PBS-P and its subscales was demonstrated $rough its relationships with other 

measures of theoretically related parenting constructs. Although the subscales of the 

PBS-P were all correlated with each other. they demonstrated unique relationshps with 

other parenting factors. In addition only mothers' intrusiveness scores were moderately 

related to children's age. Mothers' and children's reports of total parent-chdd boundaries 

were significantly correlated with each other. indicating theu overall agreemenr regarding 

the occurrence of boundary dissolution in their relationshps 

Predictors of Boundary Dissolution: Relationshl~s Between Maternal Distress mci 

The hjpothesis was tested that maternal stress, depression, and social support act 

as predictors of h>undaq dissolution between mothers and their children. .As shown in 

Table 5 ,  correlations between the three predictors and the total PBS score showed that 

only mothers' scores on the Life Events S w e y  (LES) and the Beck Depression Inventor?/ 

(BDI) were significantly related to boundary dissolution. Social Support scores (SSQ) 

were not sigruficantly correlated with total PBS-P scores. 

Insert Table 5 about here 

The Wdhns-Hotelling test of the dLfference between non-mdependznt Pearson r's 

was conducted to test the relative predictive power of the three predictors of boundary 

dissolution. The correlation between maternal stress and the total PBS-P score did not 

difier sigruficantly tiom the correlat~on between materna! depression and the total PBS-P 
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score ( t  = - . 72 .  Q = . 3  1 ), indicating that neither tanable was a significantly better predictar 

of boundary dissolution than the other. The correlation between ma temi  stress and 

boundary dissolution was signhicant 1) higher than the correlation between social support 

and boundw dissolution ( t  = 2.41. p .- .01) mdicating that LES scores were a better 

predictor of  boundary dissolution than SSQ scores. The correlation between maternal 

depression and boundary dissolution was sigruficant I) hgher than the correlation betmeen 

social support and b o u n d q  dissolution ( t  = 2 . W .  p .01). indicating that BDI scores 

were a better predictor of boundaq dissolution than S S Q  scores. 

Esploratoq analyses were conducted to s x s s  the relatronshlps m o n g  the 

maternal distress indicators and the fice types of t ~ u n d a q  dissolution. As shoun in Table 

6.  while s o c d  support did not correlate with the total dissolution score, S S Q  

scores here significant lq negaticely correlated uith the ro le-reversal scale of the PRS-P. 

Uhen controlling for the correlations among PRS-P scales. this unique correlation 

hetueen SSQ scores and role-reversal remalneci ( r  = - .27 .  p . O 5 ) ,  while the correlations 

between SSQ scores and e n m e s M n t  and spousification scores weakened. These results 

suggest that mothers' lack of social support is uruquelq related to their engagement in role- 

recersals with their children. Mothers who reported lower satisfaction with social support 

were more k e l y  to engage specifically in role-reversal with their chlciren. Maternal stress 

and depression were significantly correlated uith role-recersal and spousification. but nnlc 

maternal depression was sigdicantly correlated ~ci th enmeshment. There were no 

significant correlations between maternal stress and depression and the intrusiveness and 

protection from spill-over scales of thcrBS-P.  
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S_m4 

Uhle maternal stress and depress~on h)th s~gmficantly predicted mothers 

engagement in b o u n d q  violations &it h their ch~ldren. maternal social support was not 

z. , 

significantl) correlated uith mother-child h3undmes. % f a t e d  social support 

demonstrated d unique relat~onslup mith roie-re\ ersai. 'nometer. dcmc~nsrr3tmg tne 

d~stmctness of the suhttpes of bc~untimcs m d  suggesrtng that 3 lack of scx~al support is 

un~quel) related to the t)-pt: of bound* t i v h t ~ o n  tn ~ b h ~ c h  parents depend mcre on therr 

chlldren to meet their oun emotional needs 

(.'orrelat~nns were calculated between the PBS-P u d  three measures of chlld 

a?ii~stn~ent. mothers' reports of chICLTen's internalizmg s)mptoms on the CRCL. ( NP).  

mothers' reports of children's externalizing s)mptoms on the CBCI. (ENT). and children's 

self-reported anxiety on the RC'M-IS. A s  displayed in I'ahle 7, the total score of the PBS- 

P \\as significantly correlated uith all measures of child adjustment. An euamination of 

the relationshps between the specitis t j p s  of h ~ u n d x i e s  and child adjustment showed 

that child adjustment was not related to scores on the PHS-P intrusiccness and protection 

tiom spd-over scales. hto t hers' reports of children's in t r td izmg and eaterndimg 

hehiwior problems were significantly correlated with spc~usificotion. Role-reversal m d  

enmeshment scores were both siyruficantl> correlated with children's internalizing 

symptoms m d  moderately correlated uit  h cluldren's externallzing symptoms. Clulciren's 

self-reported anxiety was significantly correlated \\it h rule-reversal. enmeshment. and 
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spusiticat ion. 

Insert Table 7 ah3ut here 

Gender Ddierences in Chlld Adiustment and Boundan Disw lut ion 

Gender ddferences in the relationships between hundary dissolution and chid 

adjustment uere explored. A hlX%OCr.-\ w-as p e r f ~ m d  to investigate whether there 

\\ere gender differences in chld adjustment scores on the RCMAS. and the Internalizmg 

and Euternaluing scales of the CBCL. No gender differences bvere found in child 

adjustment ( F  = .F1. p = . 6 8 ) .  A -ZLWOb'.-\ was also perfwnwd in order to examine 

gender difierences on the PBS-P scores. No significant gender differences on the PBS-P 

scales ( F  1.77, p - . 1 3 )  \\ere found. Gender differences on the spousitication scale 

approached s~gnilicance ( F  ;= 2.84. p = ,091. uith mothers reporting more ~ ~ u s i f i c a t i o n  

uith daughters than b-ith sons. 

Ciender DitYerences _m_ the Relatic~nshps Between Boimdaq Dissolution and Chdd 

:\diustment 

Fisher's 4 tests uere conducted to investigate \\ hether the gender differences tn the 

correlations between h)undanes and child adjustment bere statisticall) significant. .As 

shown in Table 8. there were some significant gender differences in the relationships 

between the total and scale scores of the PBS-P and child adjustment. 

Insert l'able 8 ahwt  here 

Spousification was correlated nwre strongl? ~vith guls' self-reported anxiety than 
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with boys' self-reported anxiety. Spoustfication was found to be correlated with mothers' 

reports of internalizing and e x t e r n a h g  behavior problems for both boys and girls. 

There was a signrficantly stronger relationstup between role-reversal and 

internalizing symptoms for boys than for girls, although girls' self-reported anxiety was 

correlated with role-reversal. 

Enmeshment mas correlated more strongl? with mothers' reports of intemahng 

and eutemdmng for boys than for girls, although both boys' and girls' self-reported 

muietl correlated with enmeshment scores. 

There bvas also a significant difference between boys and girls regarding the 

relationship between mothers' intrusiveness and mother's reports of children's externalizing 

symptonlr. Intrusive mothers of sons reported signhcantly more externking behavior 

problems f ~ > r  thew ctuldren than did intrusi~e mothers of daughters. In fact, mothers' 

mtrusiveness n as only significantly correlated with boys' emxnalizing behaviors. 

For buls. the total PBS-P score was sigdicantly correlated with mothers' reports 

of chldren's internalizing and externalizing on the CBCL, but not with boys' reports on the 

RC'btAS. For girls. however. the total PBS-P score was significantly correlated only with 

guls' own reports of s>mptoms on the RCMAS anJ not with mothers' reports of 

internalizing and externalizing on the CBCL. These differences were not statistically 

signhcant. however. 

Summary 

Parent-chdd boundary dissolution was found to be related to all measures of 

children's maladjustment. An enanination of the separate scales of the PBS-P, however, 
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found that the intrusiveness and protection from spill-over scales were not correlated with 

measures of chddren's adjustment. Although gender differences were not found in mean 

levels of chddren's adjustment or parent-chdd boundaries, there were some gender 

ddferences in the relationships between boundaries and children's adjustment. While 

spouslfication was negatively related to both boys' and girls' internahzing and externalivlg 

behaviors, it was only related to girls' self-reported anxiety. Intrusiveness was significantly 

correlated only with mothers' reports of boys' externalizing behaviors. Whde both boys 

and girls reported more anxiety when their mothers scored higher on role-reversal and 

enmeshment, mothers who scored higher on these two types of boundary dissolution 

reported more i n t e r n a h g  and extemalmng dficulties only for boys. 

Relationships Between Maternal Distress and Chdd Ad-iustment 

In order to establish the mediational and moderational effects of boundary 

dissolution on the relationship between maternal distress and chld adjustment. the 

presence of a relationship between maternal distress and child adjustment must first be 

established (Baron & Kenny, 1986). This relationship must be established since. by 

definition. a moderator is a variable which changes this existing relationship between two 

other variables and a mediator is a variable which accounts for the existing relationship 

between two other variables. 

As Table 9 shows. mothers' reports of stressful events were signficantly correlated 

with children's reports of anxiety and with mothers' reports of their cluldren's internalizing 

and extemalmng symptoms. Mothers' self-reported symptoms of depression were 

moderately related to chddren's self-reported anxiety and extemalmng symptoms and 

/' 
significantly related to chddren's intemalmng synptoms. Mothers' perceived social 
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support was negatively related to children's intemahmg symptoms. indicating that the less 

satisfied mothers were with their s o c d  support, the more internalizing symptoms they 

reported in their children. Social support was not related to chddren's externalizing 

symptoms or self-reported anxiety. These results contirm that maternal stress and 

depression were related to higher levels of children's self-reported anxiety, internahzing 

behavior problems, and e x t e m h n g  behavior problems. S o c d  support, however, was 

only related to chddren's internahng scores on the CBCL. 

Insert Table 9 about here 

Mediational Effects of Boundaries on Children's Ad-iustrnent 

The hypotheses that rnother-chdd boundaries mediate the effects of maternal 

stress. depression, and social support on chdd adjustment were tested using a series of 

sunple regressions as recommended by Judd and 'Kenny ( 1 98 1 b) : first. the mediator was 

regressed on the independent variable; second. the dependent variable was regressed on 

the independent variable; and thud. the dependent variable was regressed on both the 

independent variable and on the mediator. For mediation to be demonstrated the 

following conditions must be met: the independent variable must be sigmficantly related 

to the mediator. the independent variable must be sigmficantly related to the dependent 

variable. and the mediator must be sigruficantly related to the dependent variable. 

Mediation is demonstrated if the effect of the independent variable on the dependent 

variable is reduced when the mediator is added to the regression equation. 

Although maternal stress, depression and lack of s o c d  support were sigruficantly 

correlated with one another (see Table 4). the correlations were not extremely high. In 
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addition the predictors had unique relationshps with boundary dissolution. Whde stress 

and depression were sientficantly correlated with boundary dissolution soclal support was 

not. Therefore. the three predictors were not combined to form one composite score. 

They were treated as three separate independent variables in the mediational and 
0 

moderational analyses. 

Boundaries as a Mediator of the Effects of Life Stress on Child Adiustfient 

The mediational effects of the Tot4 PBS-P score on the relationship betwem life 

events and chdd adjustment were assessed separately for the three measures of c a d  

adjustment. 

CMdren's self-reported anxiety. As shown in Table 10, parent-chdd boundafies 

were found to mediate the relationship between maternal stress and chddren's self-reported 

anxiety. In the first equation LES scores were found to sipdicantly affect total PBS-P 

scores (E (1. 82) = 3.88. p < .05). In the second equation. variations in LES scores were 

signficantly related to variations in chddren's RCMAS scores (E (1 .  82) .= 4.60. p < .05). 

In the thud equation, RCMAS scores were regressed on both LES scopes and the 

mediator. PBS-P scores. When the mediator was added to the equation, the effect of 

maternal stress on chddren's anxiety was reduced, whde the mediator had a sigdicant 

effect on chddren's anxiety. 

Insert Table 1 0 about here 

. . 
Internalmu symptoms. Parent-child boundaries did not mediate the relationshp 

between maternal stress and mothers' reports of their children's i n t e rnahg  symptoms. 

Whde both LES scores and PBS-P scores did sigmficantly affect chddren's internahzing 
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symptoms. the effect of stress was not reduced when boundaries was added to the 

equation. Both maternal stress (Beta = .4 1,  p < .001) and parent-child boundaries (Beta = 

.20, p < .05) still affected children's i n t e m a h g .  

. . 
Extemahng syrmtoms. The rnediational analyses for externalizing symptoms 

showed a sirmlar pattern of results as was found for internalizing symptoms. Parent-chdd 

boundaries did not mediate the relationship between maternal stress and mothers' reports 

of their children's externahzing symptoms. Again, the effect of maternal stress and 

children's symptoms was not reduced when boundary dissolution was added to the 

equation. Both LES scores (Beta = .36, p < .001) and PBS-P scores (Beta = .20. p < .05) 

maintained their sqpuficant effects on children's externalimg symptoms. 

Boundaries as a Mediator of the Effects of Maternal Depression on Chdd Ad-iustment 

The mediational effects of the Total PBS-P score on the relationship between 

maternal depression and chdd adjustment were assessed separately for the three measures 

of chdd adjustment. 
- 

Children's self-remrted anxiem. As shown in Table 11. parent-child boundaries 

were found to be a mediator of the relationship between maternal depression q d  

chddren's self-reported anxiety. In the first equation, BDI scores were found to 

significantly affect total PBS-P scores. In the second equation, variations in BDI scores 

were signdicantly related to variations in children's RCMAS scores. In the third equation 

RCMAS scores were regressed on both BDI scores and the mediator, PBS-P scores. 

When the mediator was added to the equation the effect of maternal depression on 

children's anxiety was reduced, whde the mediator had a sigdicant effect on.chddrenls 

level of anxiety. 
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Insert Table 1 1 about here 

. . 
I n t e r n a b  svmptoms. Parent-chid boundaries did not mediate the relationshp 

between maternal depression and mothers' reports of their children's internahzing 

symptoms. BDI scores had a si@cant effect on children's intermking symptoms (F 

( 1.82) = 15.60. p < .001). However, when both maternal depression and boundaries were 

in the equation the BDI maintained its sigmficant effect (Beta = .49, 1 = 4.86, p < .001). 

while the mediator did not sigdicantly affect i n t e r n a h g  scores (Beta = .16.1 = 1.15). 

Externalmm -toms. As mentioned previously, in order for mediation to be 

estabhhed. the independent variable must be sigmficantly related to the dependent 

variable. Since BDI scores did not signdcantly affect extemahng scores (E ( 1 ,  82) = 

2.55 .  p = .13). the mediational analyses were not conducted. 

Boundaries as a Mediator of the Effects of Maternal Soc-la1 Su~oor t  on Chdd Adiusfment 

In order for mediation to be estabhhed. the independent variable must be 

sigruficantly related to the mediator. TIm relationshp. however. was not found between 

maternal social support an boundary dissolution and so the mediational analyses were not 9 
conducted. SSQ scores did not si@cantly affect PBS-P scores (Ij ( 1.82) = .93, p = .34). 

In additiob as  noted previously, SSQ scores were only related to children's intemabhg 

scores on the CBCL. 

Parent-chdd boundaries were found to mediate the relationshp between both 

m a t e d  stress and depression and cMdrenls self- reported anxiety. Although parent-chdd 

boundaries were found to mediate chddren's self-reported anxiety, parent-chdd boundaries 
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did not mediate mothers' reports of their chlldren's intemahmg and ex?e&ing behavior 

problems. Maternal stress. depression and parent-child boundaries maintained their 

sigdicant negative effects on mothers' reports of children's behavior problems. Maternal 

social support was not found to sygdicantly affect parent-chdd boundaries. 

Moderational Effects of Boundaries on Child Adjustment 

The hypothesis that mother-child boundaries would moderate the effects of 

maternal stress, depression, and social support on child adjustment was tested using the 

hierarchical multiple regression procedure recommended by Baron and Kemy ( 1986). 

First. a predictor of boundary dissolution was entered into the regression equation and 

then the total boundaries score (PBS-P) was entered. l7-m was followed by entering the 

interaction term of the predictor by boundary dissolution score. This procedure w-as 

performed for the three dependent variables: mothers' reports of chlldren's internahzing 

and externahzing symptoms on the CBCL, and chddren's reports of anxiety on the 

RCMAS. The change in the variance accounted for by the addition of the interaction term 

was examined to determine the signhcance of the moderational effects of boundaries on a 

particular dimension of chdd adjustment. 

Boundaries as a Moderator of the Effects of Life Stress on Chdd Adiustment 

The interaction between life itress and boundary dissolution did not sigmiicantly 

moderate the relationshp between maternal stress and the three indices of chddren's 

adjustment. although some results for externaliz~ng behaviors approached sigillficance. 

Chrldren's self-re~orted anxiety. On the first step, maternal stress was found to 

moderately predict chddren's anxiety and accounted for 4% of the variance of RCMAS 

scores (F ( 1.82) = 3.42, Q = .06). Next, the total boundary dissolution score was entered 
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into the equation, and accounted for another 5% of the variance (F Change (2,8 1 )  = 4.28, 

p < .05). The interaction of Me events and boundaries was then added to the equation 

but it did not sigrdicantly add to the proportion of variance accounted for (R' Change = 

.002, p = .69). 

Inte-g Sym~toms. On the first step. maternal stress was found to 

signdicantly predict chddren's intenalmng symptoms and accounted for 20% of the 

variance of that variable (F ( 1,82) = 20.2 1,  g < .001). Next, boundaries was added to the 

equation and accounted for an addition 3% of the variance (_F change (2.81) - 2.74, g < 

. lo) .  The addition of the interaction between boundanes and maternal stress. did not 

account for additional variance in chddren's internalmng (R' Change = .00 1. g = .87). 

Externalizinrr Symptoms. As shown in Table 12. maternal stress sigmiicantly 

predicted chddren's externalizing symptoms and accounted for 16% of the variance of that 

variable. Parent-child boundanes accounted for an additional 4% of the variance. The 

interaction between maternal stress and boundary dissolution also accounted for an 

additional 3% of the variance of chddren's extemahng symptoms. As shown in Figure 1, 

high boundary dissolution was related to higher externahng scores regardless of maternal 

stress. When mothers reported low levels of boundary dissolution however. there was a 

positive relationship between maternal stress and chddren's externahzing scores, with 

lower stress being related to lower externahzing scores and hgher stress levels being 

related to higher extemahmg scores. 

Insert Table 12 about here 
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Boundaries as a Moderator of the Effects of Maternal Depression on Chdd Adlustment 

The interaction between maternal depression and boundary dissolution did not 

sigmficantly moderate the relationship between maternal depression and the three indices 

of chrldren's adjustment. 

Children's self-reported anxiety. On the first step. maternal depression was found 

to moderately predict chrldren's anxiety and accounted for 3% of the variance of RCMAS 

scores (F ( 1.82) = 2.70. p = .lo). Next, the total boundary dissolution score was entered 

into the equation and accounted for another 5% of the variance (_F Change (2.81) = 3.99, 

p < .05). The interaction of maternal depression and boundaries was then added to the 

equation but did not sigdicantiy add to the proportion of variance accounted for (R' 

Change = .001, p = .86). 

Internaliunr?; S ~ m ~ t o m s .  On the tint step. maternal depression was found to 

sigmficantly predict chrldren's intemalmng and accounted for 27% of the variance of that 

variable (F (1.82) = 30.77. p < .001). Next. boundaries was added to the equation. but it 

did not account for any additional variance in chddren's i n t e r n a h g  scores (R' Change = 

.01. p = .29). The addition of the interaction between boundaries and maternal depression 

also did not account for additional variance in chddren's i n t e r n a h g  scores (R: Change = 

.002. g = .66). 

Externalizing S y ~ t o m s .  On the &st step, maternal depression did not 

sigdicantly predict cMdren's extemahzmg symptoms and accounted for 3O/b of the 
I 

variance of that variable (_F ( 1,82) = 2.52. p = . I?) .  Parent-chdd boundaries accounted for 

an additional 5% of the variance of extemahzmg scores (_F Change (2,81) = 4.78. < .05). 

The interaction between maternal depression and boundary dissolution accounted for an 
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additional 3% of the variance of children's e x t e m a h g  s p p t o m s .  However. t b  was not 

statistically sigmficant (4: Change (3.80) = 2.49, p < . Y 0). 

Boundaries as a Moderator of the Effect of Maternal S o c d  S u ~ ~ o r t  on CMd Adiustment 
-% 

The interaction between maternal soclal support and b o u n d q  dissolution did not k 

signdicantly moderate the relationship betw-een social support and the three indices of  

chldren's adjustment. although there were some moderational effects on children's 

i n t e r n a h g  behavior pro blerns whc  h did not reach significance. 

Ct-ddren's self-reported anxiety. hiothers' social support did not sigrdicantly 

predict children's anxiety (F (1.82) = 1.51. p = 22) .  Boundaries was then added to the 

equation and accounted for an additional jO'O of the variance of chddren's anxiety scores ( F  

change (2.81) = 5.24. p < .05). Last, the interaction between social support and 

boundaries was added to the equation and did not account for any addition variance ( R  

Change = ,000. p = .97). 

Intemal~z~ng S_m~torns .  As shown in Table 13. mothers' social support 

significantly predicted chldren's internahzing scores, accounting for I -I0% of the vanance. 

Next. boundaries was added to the equation and accounted for an additional jO/~ of the 

variance. Lasz. the interaction between social support and boundaries was added. and 

accounted for an additional 3O/0 of the variance. As shown in Figure 2. for mothers 

reporting low satisfaction with social support. high boundary dissolution was related to 

increased intermking behavior problems in children whde low boundary dissolution was 

related to lower intemalmng scores. 

Insert Table 13 about here 
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. . 
Extemalmng Symptoms. Mothers' social support scores did not signficantly 

predict children's extemahmg scores. accounthg4q 2'80 of the variance (F ( 1.82) = I .U. 

p = .23). Boundary dissolution was then added to the equation and accounted for an 

additional 7O/b of the variance in externalizing scores ( F  Change (2.8 1 ) = 3.79. g < .05). 

The interaction between social support and boundary dissolution did not account for 

additional variance in externahng (R' Change = ,006. p = .-kt). 

Summary 

With regards to the moderational effects of boundanes. parent-chdd boundanes 

were not found to sign~ficantly moderate the relatiunshps between maternal distress and 

child adjustment. Some effects consistent with moderational hypotheses were tbund but 

these did not reach signLficance. Spectiically. results suggested that boundaries had some 

weak moderational effects on the relationship between maternal stress and chddren's 

externalizing behaviors and on the relationship between maternal social support and 

children's i n t e rnahg  behaviors. 

Gender Differences in the Mediational Etfects of Boundaries 

Exploratory analyses were conducted to assess possible gender differences in the 

mediational effects found above. I t  is important to note in interpretmg these results that 
* 

the sample sizes of boys (_n = 38) and girls (_n = 46) were below the number required tbr 

sufficient power in these analyses. 

Maternal Stress 

W s .  For boys, no mediational effects for boundaries were found. The 

relationship between maternal stress and boundary dissolution ( F j  ( 1,35) = .76. g = .39) did 

not reach sigmficance and so mediational analyses could not be conducted. 
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-1s. As displayed in Table 14, boundaq dissolution mediated the relationshp 

between maternal stress and self-reported anuieh.. although the relation hetween maternal 

stress and boundary dissolution was only moderately sigdicant. S d a r  to results found 

with the entire sample. boundaq dissolution did not mediate the relationship between 

maternal stress and maternal reports of girls' internahzing and externahng s)mptoms. 

Insert Table 14 about here 

ktaternal Depression 

Bovs. - For hoys. no mediational effects for boundaries mere f ~ u n d .  The 

relationshp hetween maternal depression and twundaq dissolution ( F  (1.35) = 1.43. p = 

.Z4) did not reach significance and so mediatiod ana1)ses could not be conducted. 

Guls. Boundary dissolution was not himd to mediate the reiationshp between 

maternal depression and child adjustment. The relationships between maternal depression 

and chld adjustment were nut adey uately significant to conduct the mediational analysrs. 

Maternal S o c d  Support 

BOYS. For boys, no nxdiational efikcts for boundaries were found. The mas no 

relationship between maternal social support and b u n d a q  dissolution ( F  ( 1.35) = .01. p = 

.94) and so mediational analyses could not be conducted. 

i r k  Boundary dissolution was not found to mediate the relationshp between 

maternal s o c d  support and adjustment for the subsample of girls. .As with the entire 

sample. maternal s o c d  support was not a significant predictor of boundary dissolution 

and so the mediational analyses could not be conducted. 
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S m  

Yo s~gruficantl> different results were found based on ctuldren's gender %tan! of 

the results d d  not reach slgmficance w ~ t h  the smaller subsamples of guls md bls  Onl? 

the medlatlonal effects of boundanss on the rehtionshp between maternal stress md 

chddren's self-reported m m t j  remained siyruficant for the subsample of guts 

Gender Differences tn the btoderationai Effects of B o d -  Dlssoiutlorj 

Maternal Stress 

For h)qs  and glrls. there were no moderstiond effects ut' h ~ u n d m e s  on the 

relat ionstup bet ween maternal stress md the three md~ces of chdd ~dlustment 

Maternal Depressmn 

B o ~ s  .ZsshowninTable 15. h )unc imes~\e re fod tomodera t t .  t h r r r l ~ t i a m h p  

between maternal depress~on and mothers' reports o t' h ? s  tntenlaluiny s>rnptoms The 

Interaction of hounci;u?l dissolution m d  maternal depress~on accounted for m adcl~t~omi 

-4O o o f the k a r u c e  o f  boys' m t t t m d m g  As s h o w  m Figure 3 ,  there was m mcrease m 

boqs' intemalzzmg behmior problems when mothers' reported h~gh  depress~on. Th~s 

relat ~ o n s h ~ p  between maternal depress~on md mtemlmnp was not LS strong when 

b o u n d q  dlssolutwn was low No mcxieratinnal r tkc ts  \+ere k~und tbr h)uncimes on the 

relationstup between tmternal Jepress~on mci h > q s '  self-reported muety m d  eutermdumg. 

symptoms 

Insert r'able 15 a h ~ u t  here 

Girls. Boundaries did not moderate the relat~onshp between maternal depression 

and guk' adjustment. 
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h a t  ernal S o c d  S u u p r t  

B a r .  '4s shown in Table 1-5, bundimes moderated the relationship between 

maternal social support and bo>s' internahzing s?mptoms. The interaction of s o c d  

support and boundaries accounted for an acid&on;ll 1 i O o  of the vanancr m the equatton. 

.As shown in Figure 3. there was an mcrease m h ~ > s '  mtemallzing scores when mothers 

wlth lo& social support engaged in high t ~ u n d a . ~  dissolution. Uhen mothers lob\ m 

soclal support maintamed clear h>undapies with theu x w s ,  howeber. there was a decreiue 

in mtemahrng k h a \  lor problems. No s~gruficanr relat ~onshlp existed k t u e e n  marcml  

social support and boys' self-reported anuiet! (F: (l . . ibr - I I ,  p-.74) and eutemrlw.g 

Insert Fable 16 ahIut here 

~ u p p ~ t  and gub'  internalizing rmpto rns  The addition of the interact ion hctwcen s o c d  

P 
support and hundaries did not account h r  an? additional tarimce in h t e m l i i n g  scores 

( F  C h g e  (3.42) = .70. p - 41 ) .  No significant relationship existed k tween  maternal 

soc~al support m d  gtrls' self-reported anwet> (E '  ( I .1J) - 2 18. p 1 5 )  md euternalumg 

Some significant gender ciifErences were fbund tbr the moderat~onal etliects of 

boundaries. Specifically, parent-child hjunciaries \sere hund to s~gmficantl) moderate 

h)ys' tnternalumg symptonls. Boundaq dissolution moderated the e t k t s  ot' h j th  
B 

maternal depression and m a t e d  social support on nwthers' reports of h y s '  internalizing 
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s)mptorns. 

Post- Hoc Analyses of the Effects of S-pecific Tyws of Boundary Dissolution 

Post hoc analyses were conducted to investigate the possibility that specific t p e s  

of boundary dissolution may have dd3erent rnediatmg and moderating effects on the 

relationshrps between maternal distress and child adjustment investigated in this study. 

Gi\.en the uniquely significant relationship k tween  maternal social support and rok- 

reversal. and between role-reversal and b y s '  adjustment. investigations of the mediational 

and moderational etlects of t h s  t)pc: of boundary were performed. In addition, given the 

moderate gender difference found in mothers' reports of spoustfication, with more 

spousdication reported for girls, the mediational and rncderational eRects of t h s  t)pc: of 

h>undar]*. \-lo lation were investigated. \ 
blediating and %loderat inn EEects of Role-Revma! 

.-\I] Children. As seen m Table 17. the results for role-reversal were similar to the 

results tbund with the total boundaries score. Role-rekersal ccas found to mediate the 

relationship between maternal stress m d  depression and children's self-reported anxiet). 

I i x k  o t' social support was found to significantly affect mothers' role-reversal scores ( F  

(1 .82)  = 4.23 .  p .r ,115). however, a signiticant relationship between maternal social 

support and ctuldren's self-reported anxiety was not found. As with the total boundaries 

score. role-reversal did not mediate mothers' reports of children's internalizing and 

externahzing symptoms. For tip entire sample. role-reversal was not bimd to moderate 

any of the relationships between maternal distress and child adjustment. 

Insert I'able 1 7 about here 
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Boys. As shown in Table '1 8. role-reversal did mediate the relationshp between 

maternal stress and mothers' reports of boys' i n t e h g  symptoms. Role-reversal did not 

sipficantly mediate my other relationships for boys nor was it found to moderate any 

relationshps between maternal distres~ and boys' adjustment. 

Insert Table 18 about here 

i r  For girls, role-reversal did not sigruficantly mediate or moderate the 

relationstups between maternal distress and chdd adjustment. 

summarl. 

Sunilarl? to the total boundaries score. role-reversal was found to mediate the 

rehtionshps between maternal stress and depression and chddren's sell'-reported anxiety. 

I t  was not found to mediate mothers' reports of children's internahzing and e x t e m a h g  

symptoms. Role-reversal was not found to moderate the relationships between maternal 

distress and chddren's adjustment. With regard to gender dtf3erences. role-reversal was 

fcxmd to significantly mediate the relationship between maternal stress and boys' 

internalizing. As noted previously, role-reversal had a signdicant impact on boys' 

internalivng symptoms but not girls' and these analyses showed that role-reversal 

mediated the relationship between maternal stress and boys' internalizing scores. 

Mediating and Moderat inn Effects of S~ousdkatio_n 

,4ll Chddren. For the entire sample, spousification was not found to mediate or 

moderate any of the relationshps between maternal distress and chdd adjustment. 

BOYS. None of the indices of maternal distress were sigmficantly related to 

spousllication and so the mediational analyses were not co ucted. As shown in Table 19. * 
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spousdication was found to moderate the relationship between maternal social support and 

mothers' reports of boys' intemalmng. The interaction between social support and 

spousification accounted for an additional 26% of boys' internalizing scores. As shown in 

Figure 5, there was increase in boys' internalizing scores when mothers with low social 

support engaged in spousification. When mothers low in soclal support did not engage in 

spouslfication with their sons, however, there was no increase in intemahmg scores. 

Insert Table 19 about here 

Girls. As seen in Table 20, spousdication was found to mediate some of the 

relationships for girls. Spousdication mediate8 the relationshp between maternal stress 

and girls' self-reported anxiety, between maternal depression and girls' internalizing, and 

between maternal social support and girls' internaliung. Spousdication was not found to 

moderate any of the relationships between maternal distress and girls' adjustment. 
+, 

- - - - - - - - 

Insert Table 20 about here 

Sllmmaq 

Whde spousdication was not found to have any mediating or moderating effects 

for the entire sample of chddren gender differences were found in these relationships. 

Similar to results with the total boundaries score, spousdication moderated the 

relationship between maternal social support and boys' intemahmg symptoms. For girls, 

however, spouslfication mediated the relationshp between maternal stress and anxiety, 

and between maternal depression and soclal support and intemahng symptoms. 
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Discussion 

Although the concept of generational boundary dissolution has been an important 

part of family systems theory for a number of years, empirical research has ody recently 

begun to investigate t h  construct. Boundary dissolution, however. is a complex 

construct to operationalize. because it is a process which may be defined in many dBerent 

ways and take various forms (Sroufe et al., 1985). Despite these dficulties, recent 

literature in several qeas  has noted the importance of studying emotional boundaries 

among farmly members in order to understand individual development w i t h  the context 

of these relationship systems (Davies & Cummings, 1994; Howes & Cicchetti, 1993; 

Sroufe et al., 1985). 

The literature on single-parent W e s  has described seyeral characteristics of 

parent-chdd relationships in this population whch reflect issues related to boundary 

dissolution ( H e t h e m o n  & Cllngempeel, 1992; Walker &, Hennig, 1997). In addition 

several concerns facing single mothers have been hghhghted in this research, such as 

increased stress and depression which may contribute to the dissolution of parent-child 

boundaries. Therefore. the present study investigated the maternal characteristics which 

may be related to boundary dissolution in smgle-parent M e s .  In addition, the possible 

mediating and moderating roles of boundaries on the relationship between maternal 

distress and child adjustment were examined. 

A major part of the present study was the development of a self-report measure of 

generational boundary dissolution for both parents and chddren. This questionnaire 

provided an index of total boundary dissolution as well as scores for five types of 

boundaries. The inclusion of these separate types of boundaries provides a comprehensive 
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assessment of the construct of boundary dissolution and allows for comparisons among 

different types of boundaries. Four of the types of boundary violations measured in the 

questionnaire, ro le-reversal, enmeshment, spoushcat ion and intrusiveness, have been 

previously identhed in the literature and were reliably measured in the present study. The 

protection fiom spill-over scale was designed to measure the extent to which parents 

maintain clear boundanes with their children and keep their adult issues separate fiom 

those related to their chddren. This scale was found to be unreliable for both the parent 
1 

and chdd questionnaires and was not related to maternal distress or chddren's adjustment 

as the other types of boundaries were. -# 

One problem with this scale may be that it includes items assessing both parental 

attitudes and parental behavior. The protection fiom spill-over items included both 

parental attitudes towards protecting chddren fiom stress (e.g.. Children who are 

protected too much fiom stress will not be tough enough to cope with life) and 

descriptions of actual spill-over of parental stress onto chddren (e.g., When I'm *set 

about thmgs in my life. I am more easily upset by my chdd). In addition the distinction 

between spill-over and role-reversal behaviors. which involve parents relying on their 

chddren for emotional support, may require further clanfication. In general. the parent- 

report version was found. to be more reliable than the child version and so further 

clanfication and simplification of child items may be necessary. Overall agreement 

between mothers' and children's reports of boundary dissolution was found. however. 

suggesting that mothers and children have similar perceptions of these family processes. ,' 

An important question in the measurement of parent-child boundanes is whether 

the subtypes of boundary violations represent distinct relatiod patterns or whether they 
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are part of one general process of .boundary dissolution. While there was support 
- 
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for 

maint- an assessment of overall boundary dissolution in the mother-chdd relationship, 

the results of this study also supported the distinctiveness of the various types of boundary 

dissolution. Even though the bo&dary scales were sigdicantly correlated with each 

other and the total score was reliable. results were also found which were unique to the 

speclfic types of boundaries. For example, the scales demonstrated unique relationships 

with other parenting attitudes and variables. Therefore. while there seems to be some 

utility in maintaining the general construct of generational boundary dissolution. it is also 

important to be specific about how the process of boundary dissolution is being defined 

(Sroufe et al.. 1985) .  As seen in the results of t h  study. important and distinct 

information can be gained by investigating the differences between these subtypes of 

boundaries . 

hother-  major goal of tlus study was to investigate the factors in single-parent 

f d e s  which would be predictive of boundary dissolution. Specifically, it was 

hypothesized that maternal stress. depression and lack of s o c d  support would all be 

issues relevant to single mothers that may impact boundary maintenance between parents 

and children. These results showed that both maternal depression and stress were 

sigIuficantly related to mother-child boundary dissolution, although maternal depression 

had a somewhat stronger relation with boundary dissolution than maternal stress. 

Previous research with two-parent farmlies has identified this hk between maternal stress 

and boundary dissolution (Fish et al., 1991). however, there is a lack of research 

investigating the relationship found in t h  study between maternal depression and 

boundary dissolution. 
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Research has found that depressed parents are less emotionally avadable to their 

children and more likely to develop insecure attachments with their children (see 

Curnmings & Davies. 1994 for a review). results which may both be understood in relation 

to a process of boundary dissolution. When parents are depressed. they may be 

preoccupied with their own emotional needs. and therefore. less avadable and less attuned 

to the needs of their children (Biringen & Robinson. 1991). Instead, these parents may be 

more intrusive with their chlldren and turn to their chddren to meet their own emotional 

needs (Birigen & Robinson, 1991; Gordon et al.. 1989). This interference compromises 

children's development as children's needs are not being met in the family system. Thls 

unreliability in parental avadability may result in the development of a sense of insecurity 

in c hlldren. 

Social support was not found to predict parent-chlld boundary dissolution in the 

present study. One explanation for the lack of a sigrdicant relationship in this study may 

be that social support does not directly affect boundary dissolution. but rather, it affects 

boundary dissolution indirectly through its interactions with other maternal distress 

variables. Sirnons et al. ( 1993). in a study investigating the mediational and moderational 

effects of social support. also did not find any direct effects for s o c d  support on parenting 

and did not find that general soclal support buffered parents from the effects of financd 

stress and lack of spousal support. They did find, however, that s o c d  support had an 

indirect effect on parenting through its impact on depression. Therefore, s o c d  support 

may influence boundaries indirectly through its effects on maternal depression. In the 

present study, a strong correlation was found between lack of s o c d  support and 

depression, supporting the possibility of indirect effects of s o c d  support on parent-chdd 

@ 
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boundaries. 

The third purpose of the study was to investigate the possible mediating and 

moderating effects of boundary dissolution on the relationship between maternal distress 

and chlld adjustment. Consistent with previous research (Fish et al., 1991; Fuhwider- 

Bush & Jacobvitz, 1993: Hiester, 1995; Jacobvitz & Bush. 1996; Jacobvitz & Sroufe, 

1987; Kerig, 1995; Olver et al., 1989). t b  study found that parent-chdd bo A dary 

dissolution has negative effects on chddren's behavioral and emotional adjustment. These 

results add to the increasing body of ecidence supporting the famdy systems view that 

boundary violations in parent-chtld relationships are related to negative outcomes for 

children's psychological development. To date. the research literature has investigated , 

these negative effects of boundary dissolution on a variety of outcome variables, but has 

not considered the role of boundaries as a potentd moderator or mediator of the 

constructs investigated. In the present study it was hypothesized that generational 

boundary dissolution could act as a mediator, providing an explanation for the hk 

between maternal distress and chdd adjustment. or as a moderator, acting as a third 

variable which affects the relationship between maternal distress and chdd adjustment. 

In general, the results of t b  study suggest that boundary dissolution acts as a 

mediator of the effects of maternal distress on chtld adjustment rather than a moderator. 

When mothers in t b  study were atternptlng to cope with stress or indicated that they 

were experiencing symptoms of depression they were more vulnerable to engaging in 

inappropriate boundaries with their chtldren. T b  increase in boundary dissolution was 

related to higher levels of self-reported anxiety by chddren. These results indicate that for 

farmlies at risk, the resulting break-down in parent-chlld boundaries is an important 
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m e c h m  through which maternal distress affects chddren's adjustment. As noted in the 

introduction some of the effects of maternal distress on parent-chdd relationshps reported 

in the literature may be understood as part of ths  process of boundary dissolution between , 

parents and chddren. It is important to note. however, that the effects of maternal stress 

and depression on chdd adjustment are not completely explained by boundary dissolution. 

Whde generational boundary dissolution provides a partla1 explanation of the effects of 
1 

maternal distress on children's well-being, there are many other factors which may also 

account for the relationships between maternal stress and maternal depression and chdd 

adjustment. In addition maternal stress and depression may have some direct effects on 

chddren's behavior problems. 

In the present study. the mediational effects of generational boundary dissolution 

were found only with chddren's self-reported anxiety and not with mothers' reports of their 

chlldren's behavior problems. These results suggest that for chddren it is the resulting 

boundary dissolution which is more distressing for them than the direct effects of maternal 

stress and depression. According to mothers' reports. however, their own stress and 

depression is the sigmficant factor affecting their chddren's adjustment. One explanation 

for these discrepant findings may be that mothers who are stressed and depressed 

inaccurately perceive their children as problematic, and, therefbre, there is a direct link 

between maternal distress and mothers' reports of chlldren's adjustment dficulties. T h  

explanation is consistent with other research which has found that mothers' reports of their 

chddren's behavior problems may be Influenced by their own levels of stress (Fox. Platz, & 

Bentley, 1995; Long & Forehand, 1992; Wolfe & JafTe, 1985). For example, Briggs- 

Gowan, Carter, and Schwab-Stone (1996) found that mothers who were experiencing 
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symptoms of stress and depression reported more behavior problems in their daughters in 

comparison to both teachers. and c ~ d r e n >  reports. Another factor may be that mothers 

who are engaged in boundary dissolution with their chddren are not accurate reporters of 

their chddren's symptoms. Fish et al. (1991) found that parents who engaged in boundary 

dissolution rated their chddren as having significantly fewer adjustment drtficulties in 

comparison to parents who did not engage in such relationships with their chddren, even 

though observations indicated that these parents' chddren were not as well-adjusted as  

chddren of parents who maintained clear boundaries. 

In the present study. however, the relatioashlp between maternal boundary 

dissolution and mothers' reports of chddren's behavior problems seems to have been 

aRected by the gender of the chdd and the type of boundary violation. For girls. it does 

appear that mother-chdd boundary dissolution is related to maternal reports of fewer 

behavioral problems. although the girls themselves reported higher levels of anxiety. 

However. thls was found when mothers were engaged in boundary violations with their 

daughters involving increased closeness and dependence ( i e  role-reversal and 

enmeshment). When mothers were engaged in spousfication with their daughters. 

mothers also reported higher levels of behavior problems in their daughters. For boys. 

there were generally sigdicant relationships found between boundary dissolution and 

mothers' reports of behavior problems. When mothers rely on their daughters for 

emotional support, girls may be socahed into a caregiving role in which they deny their 

own needs in order to satisfy their mothers' needs for emotional support. Therefore, girls 

may hide their distress from their mothers and experience more internalized anxiety than 

the mother is aware of. lhs is supported by findings that adult daughters of maritally 
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distressed parents report more mother-daughter h c e s  characterized by a subjugation of 

their own needs to the needs of their mothers. resulting in increased anxiety and 

compromised identity development (Fulhwider-Bush & Jacobvitz. 1993; Jacobvitz & 

Bush. 1996). Alternatively. mothers engaged in boundary violations with their daughters 

characterized by intense closeness and dependence may perceive their daughters as 

competent and well-functioning even If their daughters are showing signs of distress. The 

inclusion of an objective measure of children's adjustment, such as a teacher rating fonn 

and obsewations of chddren with their mothers would be helphl to clarifi. these issues in 

hture studies. 

The mediational and moderational effects of boundary dissolution were also more 

complex when subtypes of boundaries and chddren's gender were considered. For girls. 

the results of t h  study seemed to indicate a particular vulnerability to mother-daughter 

spousfication. A moderate gender dflerence in spousification was found in the present 

study. with mothers of daughters engaging in more spousdication than mothers of sons. 

Girls in t h s  study reported sigdicant increases in self-reported anxiety when mothers 

engaged in spousification. In addition, for girls. spousfication was found to mediate the 

relationshp between maternal stress, depression, and soclal support and symptoms of 

anxiety. When mothers were distressed. there seemed to be a particular vulnerability 

towards engaging in hostile interactions with daughters which were based on mothers' 

negative feehgs towards their ex-partners. 

These results differed fiom expectations that mothers would be more likely to 

engage in "spill-over" of their hostile feelings towards their male partners onto their sons. 

rn Previous research has found that maritally unhappy parents may allow their negative 
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feehgs to "spill-over" onto their relationships with their daughters (Kerig et 31.. 1993). In 

particular. Kerig et al. (1993) found that daughters faced negative reactions from their 

mothers when they asserted themselves. Research has shown that girls are more hkely 

than boys to intervene in farmly conflicts (Vuctzlrucb Emery. & Cassidy. 1988). and 

perhaps t h  results in increased hostile reactions from mothers. Ths may be particularly 

the case when daughters ahgn themselves with their hthers or engage in codlictual 

interactions with their mothers reminiscent of conilict between the mother and father. In 

addition. some studies in the boundaries Literature have found that when mothers are 

dissatisfied ~ i t h  their relationships with their partners. they may interact in more seductive 

and intimate ways with their sons whde pa ren tmg  their daughters (Hiester, 1995; Sroufe 

et al.. 1985). Ths process may result in more hostile feelings towards daughters who are 

in the parental role. In contrast, sons may be perceived more positively because they are 

fulfilling intimacy needs. 

Sroufe et al. (1985) have indeed found that mothers engaged more often in 

seductive behavior with sons, and expressions of hostility towards daughters. They found 

that mothers in maritally unhappy relationships were more likely to engage in a form of 

boundary dissolution with daughters which involved being unsupport ive and degrading of 

them. They hypothesized that ths  relational pattern was a product of these mothers' 

relationship htories with their own mothers. whlch likely involved role-reversal and 

emotional unavadability. Thus. these mothers learned a pattern of distance in mother- 

daughter relationshps and would be replapg their feehgs of being unloved and 

unappreciated with their daughters. Kerig et al. (1993) have also hypothesized that the 

negative interactions between mothers and daughters in their study may have resulted 
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from mothers attempting to engage their daughters in a relationship s 9 k  retlective of their 

own marriages. In the present study. the lugher scores between mothers and daughters on 

spousfication may. therefore. reflect a transferring of anger regarding unmet needs from 

ex-partners onto daughters. based on their relational history in mother-daughter 

relationshps. WWe the present study focused on the negative feelings mothers have 

towards their ex-partners. further research comparing both seductive and hostile patterns 

is needed in order to elm the gender issues raised. 

In contrast to girls. the results of t h  study suggest that boys were at increased 

risk for the development of emotional dficulties when they were involved in role-reversed 

relationshps with their mothers. Although precious research has tughlighted the presence 

of role-reversal relationships between mothers anci daughters (Hiester. 1995; M k a  et al.. 

1987; Valleau et al.. 1995). no gender differences were found in the present study with 

regard to mothers' engagement in role-reversal with their children. Although boys were 

not involved in role-reversal more often with their mothers. they did e h b i t  a particular 

vulnerability in response to mothers' engagement in role-reversal with them. For boys. 

their mothers' reliance on them to fulfill a parental role was a more distressing process 

than the direst effects of their mothers' own stressful experiences. The negative et3ects of 

role-reversal for sons may be related to the different lunds of role-reversal mothers have 

been found to engage in with their sons versus their daughters (Hiester. 1995; Jacobvitz & 

Sroufe, 1987). Specfically, these studies have found that mothers tended to engage in 

more intimate and "'peer-ke" relationshps with their sons. but tended to "parentify" their 

daughters. Perhaps it is thls uniquely intimate quahty in role-reversals with sons whch is 

particularly distressing for boys. In the present study. however. the concept of role- 
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reversal included both aspects of peer-ke support and parent-like care and so gender 

dfierences related to these different aspects of ro le-reversal could not be determined. 

For boys. maternal boundaiies in general. and spcxmfication in particular. seemed 

to act as moderators of the relationshp between mothers' lack of social support and 

adjustment. In the present study, lack of social support was not necessartly related to 

mothers' . bulnerability to boundary dissolution nith theu sons. In situations where 

mothers lacked social support. boundaq disso lution acted more like a tturd vanable wheh 

affected the relationship between mo thers' distress and sons' adjustment. If mothers can 

maintain clear boundaries with their sons. despite theu lack of social support. ths udl 

have important positive efects on their sons' adjustment. In particular. it is important for 

mothers who lack social support not to allow their negative feelings towards theu ex- 

partners to spill-over onto their sons. Research has t'uund that when parents lack social 

support from hends, neighbors and extended farmly. lack of spousal support plays an 

increased negative role on parenting (Simons et al., 1993 ). Therefore, mothers who lack 

social support may be particularly vulnerable to transfemg onto their sons their feelings 

of resentment and hostdity towards their ex-partners' lack of support. 

In addition to the specific wlnerabhties associated with role-reversal and lack of 

s o c d  support for boys, mothers' enmeshment was also related to significant increases in 

boys' intermking and e?cte&ing behavior problems. These tindmgs may be due to the 

particularly negative effects of enmeshment when it takes the form of seductive intimacy 

with boys as has been reported in some studies (Hiester, 1995; Sroufe et al., 1985). 

Another possibility is that mothers engaged in enmeshed relationships with their sons 

perceive their sons to be experiencing serious adjustment dficulties and. thereby, just@ 
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their ocer-inwlvement with their sons. The present stud) did tInj significantl) pssitixe 

correlations between maternal enmeshment and maternal reports of b q s '  mternalizing and 

euternaltzing, a result whch was not found for gds .  These results suggest the need for 

further research on the gender-specific effects of e m s h e n t  on chrtdren's adjustment or. 

alternati\el?. on mothers' perceptions of them chddren's adjustment. ,/ U'ith regards to 
1 

enmeshment. no research has k e n  done comparing the ef ic ts  of mcithers' enmeshment 
1. 

~vith sons versus daughters (Jacobvitz & Bush IWb). &We ~acobvitz'and Bush ( 1996) 

speculated that enmeshment may bc: related specificall> to externallzing htthaciors in h>)s, 

this \\as not supported in the present stud!. !tIotkrs1 ewneshrnent was related to reports 

of hoth internalizing and externalizing difficulties f i ~ r  boys. Therefi~re, enmeshment rnac 

result m internallred anxiety for boys, as u e l l  as fc)r guls, although M h e r  research 

examimp h ~ t h  mothers' and children's reports of anxist? is needed. 

1,imitations of the Present Studi 

One possible complicating factor in ths  study is the mixture of t inily structures 

among these smgle parent fmuhes, Some of the chddren in the study experienced the 

sepwation or divorce of their parents at various stages of their development, while others 

greN up solely in a single-parent f d y .  Distinctions among these family types m a y  k 

important for clarifiing the differential effects of family structure on systemic f m d ~  

processes. The process of boundary dissolution in single-parent f m i k s  may be dserent 

than the process of boundary dissolution in families who have gone through the conflict 

and stress associated with a separation or a divorce. b'hen fiunhes have undergone a 

period of marital conflict, the chldren may be at increased risk for being triangulated into 

the spousal system (Jacobvitz & Bush 1996; Kerig. 1995; M i n u c h  1974). The various 
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ways that parents may involve cMdren in their own contlicts may interact with the 

hundary  violations specific to parent-chrld reiationships investigated in this study. For 

example, Jacobvitz and Bush (1996) found that daughters were more Wteb to be involved 

in enmeshed relationships with their fathers uhen there was distance in the marital 

relationshp. but more hke to he enlisted in a mother-daughter coalition when their parents 

were in conflict 

In addition to the effects associated bith previous marital conflict, the quality of 

mot hers' current relationships with their ctuldren's fat hers may have affec ted mother-chld 

bound* dlssolut ions. Although variability in the degree of  conflict in mothers' 

relationships with their ewpartners was not found to bt: related to boundary dissolution. 

more specific mfc>rmation a h u t  the qualit) of this relationshp ma> be related to 

ditYerences m mother-child boundary dissolution. For example. research has found that 

sstranged versus conflictial relat ionshps hetween parents have dflerential etfects on 

parent-child boundary dissolution (Jacobvitz &: Bush. 1996). 

Results regarding gender dIft2rences need to bt: interpreted cautiousl) given the 

snlall sample sues of h>ys and girls in the present study. Despite small sample sizes. 

however, svnle significant results were hund whch varied across chdd gender. These 

gender etrects are important to consider since they may change the interpretation of results 

found when all children are combined in the sample. For example. the moderating effects 

of boundaries on the relationship between maternal social support and internalizing 

symptoms found with the entire sample was apparent only for boys when the sample was 

divided by chld gender. 

Although the Parent-Chdd Boundaries Scale demonstrated adequate reliability and 
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was found to correlate sigdicantly with other related parenting constructs, it is a new 
u" 

measure and m h e r  investigation of its psychometric properties is required. In addition, 

self-reports of boundary dissolution need to be compared to observations of actual 

mother-child interactions. Given the number of studies in this area relymg on 

observational codings of parent-child boundary dissolution knowledge about the 

relationships between self-reports and observations of boundaries wdl allow comparisons 

across studies to be made. Since parents are involved in the process of boundary 

dissolution the ves, it may be dficult for them to reflect accurately on these -w' 
processes. The information that parents provide about boundaries may differ fiom actual 

observations of these behaviors in meaningful ways. For example, mothers may be able to 

report on the specific behaviors involved in role-reversed relationships, but may be less 

aware of their engagement in an enmkshed relationshp with their child. In the present 

study, however, some support for the validity of self-reported boundary dissolution was 

Found given that there were sigmficant correlations between children's and mothers' 

reports of boundaries. 

Implications and Future Research 

The findings of the present study support the empirical investigation of constructs 

derived from family systems theories. The process of defUllng and operationahng the 

construct of boundary dissolution allows both professionals workmg with families and 

farmly members themselves to become more aware of the specific behaviors in their 

relationships which may be of concern. The inclusion of this information may be 

particularly important in prevention and intervention programs targeted at farmlies who 

are facing stress or deahng with emotional dficulties such as depression. In single-parent 
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e 

f d e s  in particular, mothers are faced with increases in work stress and loss of support 

. *$' 
from spouses, and so they may turn to their children to llhll their needs for emotional 

s p o r t  (McLanahan & Sandefiu, 1994). It is important for those working with families 

at risk to be aware of the possible boundary violations occuning in these families in order 

to help them develop more adaptive parent-child relationships. 

Future research in this area should continue to investigate the unique effects of 

specific types of boundary violations and their interactio with both parent and child 4 
L 

gender. In addition, investigations of boundary dissolution in single and two-parent 

/ 
families 4 allow for comparisons of these systemic f d y  processes across various 

f d y  structures. In general, the role of fathers in the process of boundary dissolution is 

an important area for future research in both single and two-parent families. Specifically. 

the unpact of the quality and frequency of children's contact with their fathers should be 
@ 

n 

examined as well as differences in father-son versus father-daugbter boundaries. knother 

important area for future research is the investigation of all members m the famdy system, 

which will provide important informat ion regarding the interrelations among dyadic family 

interactions (Jacobvitz & Bush 1 996; Kerig, 1 995). Given the intergenerational 
b 

transmission of these relational patterns. longitudinal research is needed in order to fiuther 

understand the effects of family structure and gender on the development of parent-child 

boundaries. 
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LES Total 20.02 14.58 1-70 

BDI Total 9.58 7.24 0-46 

SSQ Satisfaction 5 1.73 14.35 4- 72 

PBS-P Total 80.0 1 15.38 44- I 25 

RCMAS 10.89 6.08 0-23 

CBCL. Internalizing 13.08 9.13 0-58 

C BC L. E u t e r n a h g  12.98 7.49 0-33 
- - - - - - - - - - - - - 

Note. LES = maternal stress; BDI = maternal depression; SSQ = maternal social 

support; PBS-P = parent -c hild boundaries; RCMAS = children's self-reported anxiety: 

CBCL = mothers' reports of child behavior problems 
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Table 2 

Means. Standard Deviations. and Alphas of the Parent-Child Boundaries Scale 

Total Score 

Role-Reversal 

Enmeshment 

Intrusiveness 

Spousification 11.21 4.82 .85 

Protection From Spill Over 16.51 3.15 .49 

C hdd Report 

Total Score 93.27 14.82 .79 

Ro le-Reversal 29.29 5.58 .68 

Enmeshment 21.37 4.53 .50 

Intrusiveness 14.0 1 4.57 .66 

Protection Frrrm Spill-Over 18.01 3.92 .40 
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Table 4 
e 

Correlations Amom the Parent-Chdd Boundaries Scale, the Adult- Adolescent Parenting; 

Inventory, the Parenting Stress Index. and the Parental Attitudes Towards Childrearing 

Questionnaire 

PBS-Tot PBS-RR PBS-En PBS-In PBS-Spo PBS-Pro 

AAPI 

Role- .40** .55** .35** .35** .2 1 + .28** 
Reversal 

Inappropriate . .17 .25* .08 .15 .17 .09 
Expectat ions 

PSI 

Total .38** .35** ,24* .21+ .47** .15 

Sense of .33** .3 1 ** .19+ .15 .48** .07 
Competence 

Social .22* .35** .18+ .02 .2 1 * .07 
Isolation 

PACQ 

Independence -. 2 5 -.I6 -.2W -. -.27** -. 18 -.04 
---- 

Note. PBS-Tot = Total score of the PBS parent version; RR = Role-Reversal; En = 

Enmeshment; In = Intrusiveness; Spo = Spousdication; Pro = Protection fiom Spill- 

Over. Correlations hypo thesized to be sigdicant are underlined. 
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Table 5 

Correlations Between Maternal Stress, De~ression. Social Su~port. and Boundary 

Dissolution . 

LES BDI SSQ 

PBS-P Total 

LES 

BDI 

Note. PBS-P = parent-chdd boundarm; LES = maternal stress; BDI = maternal 

depression; SSQ = maternal social support 
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Table 6 

Correlations Between the Parent-Child Boundaries Scale and Maternal Stress, Depression, 

and Social S u ~ w r t  

PBS-P Scales 

Predictors Role- Enmeshmen Intrusivenes Spouslficati Protection 
Reversal t s on 

- - - - - - - - - - 

LES .24* .07 .13 .29** .08 

BDI .38** .29** .10 .29* * .04 

SSQ -.24* -. 1 1 -.07 - . I8  .09 

Note. PBS-P = parent-child boundaries; LES = maternal stress; BDI = maternal 

depression; SSQ = maternal social support. 

*3 p < .05. **p<.Ol. 
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Table 7 

Correlations Between the Parent-Child Boundaries Scale and Child Ad-iustment 
* 

Chdd PBS-Tot PBS-RR PBS-En PBS-In PBS-Spo PBS-Pro 
Adjustment 

RCMAS .26* .30** .29** .07 .20+ .I1 

EXT .28** .16 .20+ .12 .36** .09 

Note. PBS-Tot = Total score; RR = Role-Reversal; En = Enmeshment; In = 

Intrusiveness; Pro = Protection fiom Spa-Over; RCMAS = anxiety; INT = CBCL 

internalizing behaviour problems; EXT = CBCL externalmng behaviour problems. 

+ g < . lo.  *p < .05. **g < .01. 
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Table 8 

Gender Differences in the Correlations Between the Parent-Child Boundaries Scale and 

CMd Adjustment 

RCMAS WT EXT 

PBS-P Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys 

PBS-Tot .36** 

PBS- .09 
Intrusiveness 

PBS-Role- .38** 
Reversal 

PBS- .39*+ 
Spousification 

PBS- .33* 
Enmeshment 

PBS- . I7  
Protection 

RCMAS 

i 

rNT 

Note. Underscore indicates correlations which significantly differ for boys and girls (Fisher's z, p < .05). 
+e< . lo .  *p < .05. **g< .01. 
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Table 9 

Correlations Between Ratinns of Maternal Distress and Chdd Adjustment 

Chdd Adjustment 

Maternal RCMAS Internalizing E 'xt ernalizing 
Distress 

LES .22* .44** .40** 

BDI .20+ .52** .20+ 

SSQ -. 13 -.37** -.I3 

Note. RCMAS = anxiety; LES = maternal stress; BDI = maternal depression; SSQ = 

maternal soclal support. 

+ p < . l O .  *p<.O5. **p<.Ol.  
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Table 10 

Mediational Effects of Boundaries on the Relationshl~ Between Life Stress and Children's 

Sex- Re~or t  ed Anxiety 

Equation Variables in Regression Equation F Beta T 

1. PBS regressed on LES 3.88* .21* 1.97* 

3 -. RCMAS regressed on LES 24.60* .22* 2.15* 

3. RCMAS regressed on LES 3.77* .14 1.30 

and on%PBS .23 * 2.00' 

Note. PBS = parent-chdd boundaries; LES = maternal stress; RCMAS = children's self- 

reported anxiety. 

*p < .05. 
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Table 11 

Mediational Effects of Boundaries on the Relationsb Between Maternal Depression and 

Children's Self-Rmrted Anxiety 
rz 

- - - - - - 

Equation Variables in Regression Equation F Beta T 

1.  PBS regressed on BDI 

2. RCMAS regressed on BDI 4.20* .2 1 * 2.05* 
r --._ 

-'-. 

3. RCMAS regressed on BDI 3.38* . l l  1 .OO 

and on PBS .23* 2.01* 

Note. PBS = parent-child boundaries; BDI = maternal depression; RCMAS = chddren's 

-&%reported anxiety. 

*p < .05. **p < .01. 
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Table 12 

- Hierarchical Multiple Regressions for the Moderating ~ f f e c t m o u n d a r i e s  on the 
1 

relations hi^ Between Maternal Stress and Mothers' Re~dr t s  of Child Extemahnp, 

Step Variable Block R2 Change F Change Beta 

1. Maternal Stress .16 15.86** .40* * 

3 A. PBS .04 3.75* .20* 

3. Maternal Stress x PBS .03 2.80-t 1.12+ 

Note. PBS = parent-chdd boundaries. 
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Table 13 

Hierarc hical Multivle Regressions for the Moderating Effects of Boundaries on the 

Relationshp Between Maternal S o c d  Su~vor t  and Mothers' Reports of Child 

. . 
Intemalmng 

Step Variable Block R' Change F Change Beta 

1 .  Maternal S o c d  Support .14** 12.92** .-.36** 

7 -. PBS .05* 4.58' . 72* - 

3. S o c d  Support x PBS .03+ 2.65+ -1.Ol-t 

Note. PBS = parent-child boundaries. 

+ p < . I O .  *p<.O5. **p<.Ol. 
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Table 14 

for Girls 

- -- - -  - - 

Equation Variables in Regression Equation F Beta T 

1. PBS regrzssed on LES 3.25+ .26+ 1.80-t 

9 
-. RCMAS regressed on LES 4.66* .30* 2.16* 

3. RCMAS regressed on LES 3.93* 1 7  1.14 

and on PBS 
9 - -- - -" ." - "- . - 

Note. PBS = parent-chtld boundaries; LES = maternal stress; RCMAS = chtldren's self- 

reported anxiety. 
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Table 15 

Hierarchical Multiale Regressions for the Moderating Effects of B o u n h e s  on the 

Relationship Between Maternal De~ression and Mothers' Re~or t s  of Boys' Internahzing 

3 
S-mDt0 Ills 

Step Variable Block R' Change F Change Beta 

1. Maternal Depression .59 -* 51.86** .77** 

7 -. PBS .08 8.13** .28** 

3. Depression x PBS .04 4.94* 2.22* 

Note. PBS = parent-&d boundaries. a 
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Table 16 
r 

Hierarchical Multiple Regressions for the Moderating Effects of Boundaries on the 

relations hi^ Between Maternal Social Suuport and Mothers' Reports of Boys' 

Internalizing Symptoms 

Step Variable.Block R~ Change F Change Beta 

1. Maternal Social Support .14 6.00** -.38** 

2. PBS .18 9.06** .42** 

3 .  Social Support x PBS .15 9.75** -2.87** 

Note. PBS = parent-child boundaries. 

*p<.O5. **p<.Ol. 
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Table 17 

Mediational Effects of Role-Reversal on the Relationship Between Maternal Stress and 

Depression and Children's Self-Reported Anxiety 

Equation Variables in Regression Equation F Beta T 

1 .  RR regressed on LES 4.98* .- 74* 2.23* 

9 
A. RCMAS regressed on LES 3.41 * .20* 1.90* 

3. RCMAS regressed on LES 4.83** .13 1.20 

and on RR . u 17** 2.46** 

1 .  RR regressed on BDI 13.74** .38** 3.71 * *  

7 -. RCMAS regressed on BDI 3.23* .19* 1.86* 

3. RCMAS regressed on BDI 4.20** .08 .67 

and on RR .27* 2.36* 

Note. RR = role-reversal; LES = maternal stress; RCMAS = children's self-reported 

anxiety; BDI = maternal depression. 

*p < .05. **p < . O l .  
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Table 18 

Mediational Effects of Role-Reversal on the Relat ionshi~ Between Life Stress and 

Mothers' Re~orts of BOYS' Internalizing 

Equation Variables in Regression Equation F Beta T 

1 .  RR regressed on LES 

7 -. INT regressed on LES 

3. INT regressed on LES 

and on RR 

Note. RR = role-reversal; LES = maternal stress; INT = CBCL internahzing behavior 

pro blerns. 

* p <  . 0 5  **p<.Ol.  
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Table 19 

Hierarchical Multiple Regressions for the Moderating Effects of S~ousification on the 

Relationship Between Maternal Depression and Social Support and Mothers' Reports of 

. . 
Boys' Internalmy Symptoms 

Step Variable Block R' Change F Change Beta 

1 .  Maternal Depression .58** 49.25** .76* * 

3 &. Spous&cation .02 1.44 .13 

3. Depression x Spousfication .04+ 3.44+ .87+ 

1 .  Maternal Social Support .19** 7.98** -.43** 

2. Spousficat ion .06+ 2.56+ .24+ 

3. Social Support x Spouslfication . .- 76** 17.43** -2.75** 
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Table 20 

Mediat ional Effects of Spouslficat ion on the relations hi^ Between Maternal Stress and 

Girls' Self-Rewrted PLnxiety and Between Maternal Depression and Social Suvport and 

Girls' Internahrig 

Equation Variables in Regression Equation F Beta T 

1 .  Spousdcation regressed on LES 12.17** .47** 3.39* * 

2. RCMAS regressed on LES 3.56* .29* 1.89* 

3. RCMAS regressed on LES 4.20* .16 .99 

and on Spousdication .33* 2.13* 

1 .  Spouslfication regressed on BDI 3.08** 

1 -. INT regressed on BDI 

3. INT regressed on BDI 

and on Spousdication .36* 2.03* 

1 .  Spousification regressed on SSQ 4.24* -.30* -2.06* 

9 -. INT regressed on SSQ 6.67** -.36** -2.58** 

3. INT regressed on SSQ 3.62* -.I9 -1.31 

and on Spousification .3 1 * 2.00* 
- - - - - -- -- - - -- ----- -- -- - - - - - -- - -- --a - - -- - - - - - - - - -- - - 

Note. LES = maternal stress; RCMAS = chddren's self-reported anxiety; BDI = 

maternal depression; INT = CBCL internahrig behavior problems; SSQ = maternal 
s o c d  support. 
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Figure Captions 

Figure 1. The effects of parent-chdd boundanes on the relationship between maternal 

stress and chddren's externalizlng behavior problems. 

Figure 2. The effects of parent-chdd boundanes on the relationship between maternal 

social support and children's i n t e r n a h g  behavior problems. 
Y 

Figure 3 .  The effects ofparent-chdd boundaries on the relationship between maternal 

depression and boys' internalizing behavior problems. 

Figure 4. The effects of parent-child boundaries on the relationship between maternal 

social support and boys' internahzing behavior pro blerns. 

Figure 5. The effects of spouslfication on the relationship between maternal social support 

and boys' internahzing behavior problems. 
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Appendix A: 

Parent-Child Boundaries Scale - Paren: Version 



Mother-Child Boundaries 

Parent PBS 

The following statements describe different things that parents do and various concerns that 
they might have about their children. Please indicate how much each item is true for you by 
circling the right number. Remember. there are no right or wrong answers and your first 
thought is usually best. 

never hardlv uornrlime'i d t c n  ~ l r n o ~ t  

e te r  :tlwavs 

1 .  Even if my child asked me not to go in hisher room, I - -I 3 4 5 
I would go in anyway. 

2. I feel lonely when my child spends time away I - 7 3 4 5 
from me. 

3. My child and I are so close that we can tell 1 - 7 3 4 5 
what the other is thinking and feeling. 

4. I talk to my child about my personal life just I - 7 3 4 5 
as i f  slhe were a grown-friend. 

5. My child takes care of things around 1 - 7 3 4 5 
the house just as it; s h e  were a grown-up. 

6. My child "puJ7es my buttons'. just like hislher I - 7 3 4 5 
father. ~3 1 

7.  When I'm upset about things in my life. I am 1 - 7 3 4 5 
more easily upset with my child. 

3. I feel like I'm the kid and my child is the parent. 1 - 7 3 4 i 

3 .  I t  bothers me when my child wants to h a ~ e  1 - -I 3 4 5 1 
prlvacy from me. I 

10. I want my child to comfort me when I am I - 7 3 4 5 
feeling blue. 

- - - - - - - - - - - 

1 1 .  I t  is important for parents to treat children as I - 7 3 4 5 
separate individuals. 

12. My child and I are so alike. i t  i h  as thouzh we I - 7 4 5 3 

are two halves of the same person. 

13. When my child is misbehaving. s h e  reminds me I - 7 3 4 i 
of hislher father. 

14. My child feels I ask himher too many personal I - 7 3 4 i 
questions. 

15. I react to my child the same way I react to I - 7 3 4 5 
hisher father. 

16. Children who are protected too much from I - -J 4 i 
stress will not be tough enough to cope with life. 
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never hardly sometimes often almost 
ever always 

17. I need to know everything that my child is thinking ' I - 7 3 4 5 
and feeling. 

18. I try as much as possible to protect my child 1 - 7 3 4 5 
from the stresses that I'm going through. 

19. I need my child to support me emotionally. I 1 3 '  4 5 

- 

20. I want to be kept informed about everything that 1 - 3 3 4 5 
goes on in my child's relationships with other 
people. 

21. It bothers me if my child has f u n  and is carefree 1 - 7 4 5 -9 

when I have troubles. 

22. I have similar feelings towards my child as 1 - 7 3 4 _i; 

I do towards hisher father. 

23. I would look through my child's personal things 1 - 7 3 4 5 
without hisher knowledge. 

34. When I 'm  mad at my partner. I also get mad at , 1 - 7 3 4 - 5 ,  
my child. 

25. I want my child to spend a lot of time with me. 

26. ,214' chlld and I th~nk and feel just the same. I - 7 3 4 5 

.- 
27. My chlld deserves to have an easler tlmr of ~t I - 7 -, 3 .  4 5 

than I've had. 

'8. It bothers me if my child has opinions or feelings 
that disagree with mine. 

29. I talk to my child about things that upset me. I - 7 3 4 5 
even i f  they are "adult" matters (my personal 
problems. my intimate relationships. "grown-up" . 
worries). 

30. I wish my child were not so much like h ~ s h e r  I - 7 _i 4 5 
father. 

1 1 .  My child is responsible for my happiness. I - 7 3 '  4 5 

32. I can tell how my child is feeling even better 
than s h e  can. 

13. My child acts like a parent more than I do. 1 - 7 3 4 5 

54. I would rather spend time with my child than I - 7 3 4 5 
with other grown-ups. 

15. If  I am feeling bad. my child is the one who cheers 1 - 2 3 4 i 
me up. 
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Appendix B: 

Parent-Child Boundaries Scale - Child Verstnn 



Mother-Child Boundaries 

Child PBS 

~ ~ 11 I am going to read some statements about different things that mothers do. Think about your 1 1 mother and decide if this is something sheusually does, often does. sometimes iiues. rarely /I /I does. or never does. II 
- -  

hardly prrtty 1 
I 

n n r r  o r r  wmetime5 much a lo1 

1 .  My mom would go in my room ewn if I asked I - 7 3 4 
I 

her not to. I 

2 .  My mom feels lonely when I do not spend enough I - 7 3 4 T I  
time with her. 

3. My mom and I know each other's thoughts and I - 7 3 4  5 1  
feelings: 1 

~ 

4. My mom tells.rne too many personal things about her 1' - 7 3 4  5 
life. 

5 .  I take care of th~nss  around my houhe. just as l f  I - 3 4  5 1 

I were a grown-up. I 

6. I make my mom upset. just like my dad does. 1 - 7 3 4  5 

7 .  -When my mom is uphet about something. she a140 I - 7 3 4 5 
gets upset with me. 

8. - I feel like my mom is the kid and ['m the parent 
I 

9. I t ' \  OK ylth my mom rf I h a ~ e  thrng\ that are I - 3 3 4 5 
pr~vlrte from her I 

10 I'm the one uho  I \  wppowd to nuhe \ure rnq , I - 7 , 4  7 I 
5 I 

mom I \  happpy 

1 1  I t ' \  OK for me tb t h ~ n h  and tee1 J~tterently troni . 1 - 7 3 4  5 

,almohf l ~ k e  the \ame perwn 

13 When my mom get\ mad at me. \he \a)\  1'; just I - 7 3 1 5 
l ~ h e  my dad 

my mom. . . 

l.2.' My mom and 1 ?re so' nju-h the same we're I - 3 4 5 7 

I 4  My mom asks me to tell her about things that 1don.t I - 7 3 4 5 1 
want to tell her. 

15. My mom treas me j u t  the hame wily S ~ C  treat5 1 - 3 4' i 7 

my dad. 
* '  

' I 7 3 4 ! 6 .  Mq".rnom th-lnks that it  is important for.mc to i~ 

;, 

know' a h ~ t  her problem\ I 

17 - h4) mom need\ to hnou e ~ e r ] ~ t h ~ n g  I thrnh and tee1 1 - 4 5 7 3 
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hardly pretty 
never ever wmctimes much a lot 

18. My,mom talks to me about her worries. 1 - 7 3 4 3 
7 

19. My mom needs me to take care of her. I - 7 3 4 5 

20. My mom asks too many questions about me and 1 - 3 3 4 5 
my friends. I 

2 1 .  My mom wants me to be happy even if she has 1 - 7 3 4 
worries. I 

22. My mom feels the same way about me as she 1 - 7 3 4 5 
does about my dad. 

23. My mom looks through my personal stuff 1 - 3 3 4 5 
without asking me. 

24. When my mom is mad at my dad. she also gets 1 - 7 3 4 5 
mad at me. 

75. My mom wants me to spend a lot of time with her. 1 - 7 z 4 5 

16. My mom thinks and feels the same as me. I - 7 3 4 5 

27. My mom tells me not to worry about her I - 7 3 4 5 
problems. 

28. It's OK with my mom if'l d i sagee  with her. I - 1 3 4 5 

~- - 

!9. My mom talks with me about "grown-up" things I - 1 3 4 5 
that are not really for kids. 

10. My mom wishes I didn't act so much like my dad. I - 7 3 4 5 

I .  It is my job to make sure my mom is happy. 1 - 7 3 .  4 5 

12. My mom thinks she knogrs how I am feeling 
better than I do.  

13. I take care of my mom more than she takes I 7 3 4 5 
care of me. 

i4. My mom would rather spend  me with me than I - 1 3 4 i 

with her grown-up friends. 

\5.  If my mom is feeling bad, i t  is u p  to me to cheer 1 - 7 3 4 5 
her up. 




