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Dobce, KENNETH A.; PETTIT, GREGORY $.; and Bates, Joun E. Socialization Mediators of the
Relation between Sociveconomic Status and Child Conduct Problems. CHILD DEVELOPMENT,
1994, 65, 649-665. The goal was to examine processes in socialization that might account for an
observed relation between early socioeconomic status and later child behavior problems. A
representative sample of 585 children (n = 51 from the lowest socioeconomic class) was followed
from preschool to grade 3. Socioeconomic status assessed in preschool significantly predicted
teacher-rated externalizing problems and peer-rated aggressive behavior in kindergarten and
grades 1, 2, and 3. Sociceconomic status was significantly negatively correlated with B factors in
the child’s socialization and social context, including harsh discipline, lack of maternal warmth,
exposure to aggressive adult models, maternal aggressive values, family life stressors, mother’s
lack of social support, peer group instability, and lack of cognitive stimulation. These factors, in
turn, significantly predicted teacher-rated externalizing problems and peer-nominated aggression
and accounted for over half of the total effect of secioeconomic status on these outcomes. These
findings suggest that part of the effect of socioeconomic status on children's aggressive develop-
ment may be mediated by status-related socializing experiences,

A consistent finding among epidemio-
logical researchers has been the relation be-
tween low socioeconomic status (SES) and
early-onset conduct problems in childhood
(Farrington, 1978, 1991; Patterson, Kuper-
smidt, & Vaden, 1990; Rutter, 1981). What
is less clear is how this relation operates,
that is, what the processes are through which
SES operates to lead to conduct problems
in children. Economic hardship and social
disadvantage clearly alter how a child is so-
cialized (Elder & Caspi, 1988; McLoyd,
1989), including factors that affect con-
duct problems {Patterson, Reid, & Dishion,
1992), The goal of the research reported here
is to understand how relative socioeconomic
disadvantage operates by examining chil-
dren’s socializing experiences. Six socializ-

ing and two social context influences were
targeted for inquiry, based on hypothesized
correlations between these influences and
either SES or conduct problems. The empir-
ical test to be reported is whether these so-
cializing influences at least partially account
for the observed correlation between SES
and conduct problems,

The first socializing factor examined
was harsh disciplinary practices by parents.
It has been speculated that low-income
mothers may employ harsh disciplinary
practices at a high rate because of urgent
needs to try to prevent their children from
involvement in antisocial activity (either as
victims or perpetrators) (Kelley, Power, &
Wimbush, 1992), In addition, it may be that
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stress induced by economic disadvantage
leads to increased coercive exchanges be-
tween parent and child (Pelton, 1978;
Steinberg, Catalano, & Dooley, 1981). Para-
doxically, Patterson et al. (1992) have de-
scribed how harsh discipline can promote
child aggressive behavior through coercive
cycles. Numerous investigators have found
that harsh and punitive parenting is associ-
ated with child aggressive behavior (e.g.,
Farrington, 1978). This correlation holds in
diverse cultural groups including Native
Americans (McCord, 1977), working-class
British children (Farrington, 1991), and chil-
dren in five different countries (United
States, Australia, Finland, Poland, and Is-
rael) (Eron, Huesmann, & Zelli, 19981).
Thus, it was hypothesized that one process
through which relative socioecenomic dis-
advantage influences the development of
conduct problems is through an association
with harsh discipline.

A second parental behavior investigated
is a lack of warmth toward the child. The
stresses of socioeconomic disadvantage may
render a parent less attentive to a child’s
needs and thus less warm toward the child.
Patterson, Cohn, and Kao (1988) found that
maternal warmth is negatively correlated
with SES. Lack of parental warmth has long
been known to be associated with child ag-
gression {Olweus, 1980} and appears to oper-
ate independently of harshness of discipline
(Eron, Walder, & Lefkowitz, 1971). Pettit
and Bates (1589) found that positive involve-
ment by the mother predicts child behavior
problems independently of the effect of neg-
ative discipline. Thus, harsh discipline and
maternal warmth may operate as indepen-
dent mediators of the effect of SES on child
outcomes,

Third, children may learn aggressive
behavior patterns through observation of ag-
gressive models (Bandura, 1973). Violence
is unfortunately readily observed in socio-
economically disadvantaged marital dvads
{Gelles, 1980) and neighborhoods (McLoyd,
1990); in turn, observation of adult conflict is
known to be associated with both immediate
adverse child effects (Cummings, Zahn-
Waxler, & Radke-Yarrow, 1981) and long-
term child maladjustment {Jouriles, Murphy,
& O’Leary, 1989). Therefore, observation of
violence is hypothesized as a third mecha-
nism of the influence of relative disadvan-
tage on aggressive development.

Not only may disadvantaged children
observe violence, they may live with parents

who endorse aggressive values and advocate
the use of aggression to solve problems.
Ogbu (1981) has suggested that parents de-
sire in their children competencies that
meet their culture’s unique needs. Ifa cui-
ture is embedded in a constantly threatening
environment, then self-defense and the em-
ployment of counter-aggression may be
adaptive. It is hypothesized that mothers in
lower-SES families will endorse aggressive
values for their children, which, in turn, will
be related to the child’s development of ag-
gressive behavior patterns.

Next, two social context effects of eco-
nomic disadvantage on mothers are hypothe-
sized. One is the influence of stressful life
events, such as family deaths, legal prob-
lems, and illnesses. Conger et al. (1992) sug-
gest that the major mechanism of effect of
economic disadvantage is its action as a
stressor. They write that “hardship-induced
increases in emotional distress lead to dis-
ruptions in both marital and parental behav-
ior (that lead to child maladjustment)” {p.
527). Stressful life events may also influence
child conduct problems more directly (Du-
Bois, Felner, Brand, Adan, & Evans, 1992);
therefore, this factor was included as a possi-
ble mediator of the effect of sociveconomic
disadvantage on child behavior problems.
Another potential social context effect of so-
cioeconomic disadvantage on mothers is so-
cial isolation and the lack of social support
{Rutter & Madge, 1976). Parenting in the
disadvantaged environment can be a very
lonely experience, without the benefits of
monitoring, feedback, and encouragement
from others. Parental isolation from ex-
tended family and the community is associ-
ated with physical abuse of the child and
other maladaptive parenting (Dumas, 1986}.
Parental insularity, in turn, is also related to
child conduct problems (Patterson et al.,
1992; Wahler, 1980).

A seventh process through which rela-
tive socioeconomic advantage may blunt ag-
gressive development is the child’s early
experience with a stable group of well-
adjusted, nonaggressive peers. Socioeco-
nomic hardship may lead to frequent
changes in day-care and living arrangements
that are associated with changes in the peer
group to which the child is exposed. A peer
group can enhance aggressive development
through modeling and reinforcement of ag-
gression, but it can also socialize a child
against aggression through friendships
(Berndt, 1989}, modeling of alternatives to
aggression {Strayer & Noel, 1986}, and sup-



port (Cauce, Felner, & Primavera, 1982). A
stable peer group that provides opportuni-
ties for friendship development is hypothe-
sized to act as a protective factor against ag-
gressive development (and the absence of
such a peer group is hypothesized to en-
hance aggressive development).

Finally, socioeconomic advantage may
bring cognitive stimulation and support for
academic development during the preschool
years (operationalized by the presence of
many books in the home environment; Wal-
lach & Wallach, 1976), which in tum may
protect a child from developing conduct
problems that are related to school failure
(Coie & Krehbiel, 1984). Thus, it is hypothe-
sized that low SES leads to conduct prob-
lems through its effect on cognitive stimu-
lation.

The current study tested five hypothe-
ses concerning the roles of SES and social-
ization in the development of conduct proh-
lems in elementary school. The design was
a 4-year, multiple-cohort, longitudinal study
of a representative sample of 585 boys and
girls from three geographical sites (urban
and small town). The prospective nature
of this design and independence of data
sources provide advantages over previous
studies that involved correlations at a single
time point and single sources. That is, SE§
was assessed by objective indicators; social-
ization variables were assessed by parent re-
port and direct observation by research staff:
and child behavior was assessed by class-
room teachers and peers up to 4% years fol-
lowing the assessment of socializing influ-
ences. Another advantage is that SES was
scored both categorically and continuously,
and attention was directed to whether its ef-
fects operate exclusively at the lowest end
of the continuum (that i$, as a categorical
variable) or throughout the distribution (as a
dimensional variable),

The first hypothesis was that SES (as-
sessed in preschool, when its effects are
most crucial; Farrington, 1991) would pre-
dict the later onset of externalizing conduct
problems. The second hypothesis was that
SES would he concurrently related to each
of the eight socializing influences described
above. The third hypothesis was that each
of the eight socializing influences, assessed
in preschool, would predict later conduct
problems in school. Fourth, it was hypothe-
sized that the socialization variables would
account for a significant portion of the effect
of SES on conduct problem:s, That is, social-
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ization would constitute at least a partial de-
scription of the process through which low
SES operates on aggressive behavior de-
velopment. Finally, we examined whether
these first four hypotheses would hold across
gender and race groups and whether the ef-
fects of SES would hold even when we con-
trolled for the effects of being raised in a
single-parent family. It is known that SES is
correlated with single parenthood and that
the latter variable by itself might account for
some antisocial outcomes in children (Rutter
& Madge, 1976; Wahler, 1980). Therefore,
the effects of single parenthood were distin-
guished from the effects of sociceconomic
disadvantage through statistical means.

Method

Overview

The subjects in this study have been de-
scribed by Dodge, Bates, and Pettit (1990).
Following recruitment, mothers were inter-
viewed and observed at home in the surmmer
prior to kindergarten. Two research staff vis-
ited each home, with one person inter-
viewing the mother and one person inter-
viewing the child. For almost all nonwhite
subjects, the staff included at least one non-
white interviewer. Both staff members ob-
served the mother and child during the visit.
Child interview data are not relevant to this
report, although child interviewers’ observa-
tions of parent-child interaction are re-
ported. Children were then assessed at
school by teachers and peers in kindergarten
and grades 1, 2, and 3.

Subjects

Subjects were recruited in each of two
annual cohorts at each of three geographic
sites (Nashville, TN; Knoxville, T'N; and
Bloomington, IN). Within each site, feder-
ally subsidized lunch rates and neighbor-
hood housing patterns were used to identify
schools that served a high proportion of low-
income children and schools that served a
range of children. Parents from these schools
were recruited at the time of kindergarten
preregistration (April preceding the Septem-
ber of matriculation). Parents were ap-
proached individually and consecutively by
research staff as they registered their child
and were asked to participate for pay in a
longitudinal study of child development.
About 75% of parents agreed to participate.
Because about 15% of children at these
schools do not preregister, that proportion
of subjects was recruited on the first day of
school in September through letter or tele-
phone,
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In all, 585 children (305 in cohort 1 and
270 in cohort 2; 204 in Nashville, 204 in
Knoxville, and 177 in Bloomington) partici-
pated, of which 52.0% were male and 18.4%
were of minority ethnic background (17.0%
African-American and 1.4% other, including
Asian and Middle Eastern origins). Of these
585 children, 209 (35.8%) were living in
single-parent-headed households at the time
of initial data collection. In order to main-
tain the temporal ordering among variables,
subsequent changes in this status were not
considered for this report.

Subject Retention

Of the 585 subjects whose parents com-
pleted home interviews, 582 (99.5%) were
assessed in kindergarten by teachers and/or
peers, 551 (94.2%) in first grade, 542 (92.6%)
in second grade, and 512 (87.7%) in third
grade. Retention did not vary significantly
according to SES. Because peer sociometric
interview data were available for most of the
participating subjects, as well as dropouts
and never-participating peers in the same
schools as the participants, it was possible
to examine whether peer nomination scores
for aggressive behavior differed among
these groups. In no year did these three
groups differ significantly, suggesting that
the full sample of participating subjects is
representative of the school population in
terms of aggressive behavior.

Socioeconomic Status

Family socioeconomic status was as-
sessed during a private interview with the
female head of household at home, based on
Hollingshead’s (1979) Four-Factor Index.
These four factors are mother’s {or female
head’s) years of education, mother’s occupa-
tion (scored according to Hollingshead’s

scheme, ranging from 0 for unemployed to 9
for professional), father’s years of education,
and father's occupation. The father's data
were included only when the biological fa-
ther or another adult male partner of the fe-
male head lived in the home (64.2% of
cases). When no father lived at home, the
mother’s data were double-weighted to
score status, in keeping with Hollingshead’s
recommendations.

The mean socioeconomic status (SES)
score across all subjects was 38.5 (possibie
range of 8—66), with a standard deviation of
14.1. Categorical groupings were assigned
according to Hollingshead recommenda-
tions, with 9%, 17%, 25%, 33%, and 16% be-
ing classified into the five possible classes
{from lowest, or poorest, to highest), All cate-
gories were represented at each of the three
sites, with percentages as follows: in Nash-
ville, 18%, 18%, 32%, 25%, and 7%, from
lowest to highest; in Knoxville, 5%, 16%,
18%, 38%, and 23%, from lowest to highest;
and in Bloomington, 3%, 18%, 27%, 30%,
and 21%, from lowest to highest. Other infor-
mation collected diiring the interview sup-
ports the validity of these classifications and
provides a description of what it means to
be in the lowest socioeconomic class, as dis-
played in Table 1, Of those children in the
lowest class, 90% live in single-parent fami-
lies (contrasted with 30% for all others), 76%
are from ethnic minority backgrounds (con-
trasted with 13% for all others), 84% live
with a parent who is a high school dropout
{contrasted with 16% for all others), and 18%
live with an illiterate parent (contrasted with
3% for all others). The mothers of these chil-
dren were, on average, 19.8 vears old at the
time of the birth of the child {contrasted with
24.0 years for all others). These children

TABLE 1

DEMOGRAPHIC CHABACTERISTICS OF CHILDREN 1IN EACH SOCIOECONOMIC CLASS

MEASURE

% with single parent
Po MINOTILY tovviieeic e e s
% with a parent who is a high school dropout ......
% with a parent who is illiterate
Mean (SD} age of mother at birth of the child ......

Mean (SD) no. of children in the family

* Indicates a group that differs significantly from the lowest sociceconomic class at the .05 level.

SOCIOECONOMIC CLASS

1 n 111 v v
48 144 187 95
52 3 o7+ 12+
76 29+ 17+ 10* 3
84 49+ 29 5* o*
18 8 4% 1* o*
19.8 22.0 221 24.5% 274+
(3.4) 6.1) (4.5) (4.1) (3.7)
3.5 2.6 9.9% 2.1* 2.3+
{1.3) (1.1} (9) (.8) %




have an average of 2.5 siblings (contrasted
with 1.3 for all others). All of these differ-
ences are highly significant (p < .001).

Socialization and Social Context Variables

These variables were assessed during
the maternal oral and written interview and
through direct observation by two home visi-
tors. The 90-min audiorecorded oral inter-
view was led by a trained clinical inter-
viewer and included both open-ended and
structured questions about the first year after
birth (not considered here) and then each of
two eras in the child’s life (a period from 12
months of age up to 12 months ago and the
past 12 months). The open-ended format was
designed to be culturally sensitive and to en-
able parents to explain their responses in
their own words. Questions concerned the
child’s developmental and childeare history,
family stressors, parental behavior, exposure
to socializing factors, and cwrrent func-
tioning.

Interviewer training consisted of a 4-
week period of reading a procedure manual,
observing interviews in the home, and con-
ducting interviews with a supervisor pres-
ent, with feedback and discussion after each
session. Interviewers were trained to a reli-
ability in scoring of .80 or higher (percent
agreement across all items, using the super-
visor's scores as the criterion) before they
were allowed to conduct actual interviews.
As a separate measure of the reliability of
ratings derived from this interview, oral in-
terviews were independently conducted
with the father as well as with the mother
for all families for which the child’s father
was present in the home or available and
consenting {(n = 396, or 67.7% of total}. Be-
cause so many subjects lacked a father inter-
view, all variables used in analyses were
based on the mother interview only, Yet an-
other measure of the reliability of these
scores was obtained through independent
ratings made by a trained listener of the
audiorecords of the interviews. This listener
was trained through similar, albeit not as
comprehensive, means as the interviewers.
This listener coded the responses of 20 ran-
domly selected mothers (280 items), span-
ning the range of socioeconomic status and
time of data collection, so that any drift could
be tested. These reliabilities were calcu-
lated as the proportion of item responses for
which the two independent raters agreed
within 1 point and are reported below. No
reliability estimates varied systematically
across race, socioeconomic groups, or time
of data collection.
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The written interview consisted of
structured instruments about the mother’s
values, family status, and child behavior. For
those mothers who were illiterate or uncom-
fortable with a written format, questions
were read orally. During the entire 2.5-hour
home visit, both interviewers had opportuni-
ties to observe the mother and child during
interaction with each other {(upon greeting,
during breaks, and at the end). Each inter-
viewer independently completed a postvisit
inventory to code these mother-child inter-
actions. This inventory included items
adapted from the HOME Scale (Caldwell &
Bradley, 1984). From these three sources of
information, eight socialization wvariables
were derived, as follows.

Harshness of discipline.—During the
oral interview, the mother was asked to re-
spond open-endedly to each of these ques-
tions for each era: Who usually disciplined
your child? How? Was your child ever phys-
ically punished? How often? If physical
punishment had been used, how did adults
usually spank your child? Do you remember
any times when your child was disciplined
severely enough to be hurt or to require
medical attention? Following these ques-
tions, the interviewer paused and privately
completed two ratings on five-point scales.
The first rating assessed the degree of re-
strictive discipline received by the child,
with points ranging from “nonrestrictive,
mostly prosocial guidance” to “severe, strict,
often physical.” The second scale assessed
the interviewer's certainty about whether
the target child had been severely harmed,
with points ranging from “definitely not” to
“authorities involved.” These ratings (two
ratings for each of two life eras) were aver-
aged to derive the harshness-of-discipline
score (coefficient alpha across four ratings =
.81; correlation in total scores between rat-
ings from mother interview and father inter-
view = .74; proportion agreement between
independent raters of same protocol = .97).

Exposure to violence.—Following the
questions listed above for harshness of disci-
pline, the oral interviewer asked these ques-
tions: “What kinds of conflicts, arguments,
or violence was your child exposed to and
aware of during this time (such as shouting,
physical fights, pushing, etc.}?” “How about
his mother and father? “How about be-
tween others in the home?” “How about
outside the home (such as neighbors, at the
park, or other family)?” The interviewer
then made ratings for the child’s exposure to
violence outside the parental dyad, with 5
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points ranging from “none” to “physical
more than once” and the child’s exposure
to violence and conflict within the parental
dvad, with 5 points ranging from ‘“rarely
even shout” to “physical more than once.”
These ratings were averaged to derive an ex-
posure-to-violence score. For single-parent
famities, only the scores for exposure to vio-
lence outside the parental dyad were used,
unless the parents were together during the
era assessed (alpha across four ratings = .65;
mother-father correlation = .64, rater agree-
ment = .87),

Stability of peer group.—At another
point in the oral interview, the interviewer
asked: “"How often was your child with other
children (neighborhood kids, at preschool,
etc.)?” “What kinds of situations?” “Has
your child been around any children you
would consider to be aggressive?” “Did
vour child have any playmates he/she
played with a lot?’ “Who, and how long
were they friends?” “How did your child
usually get along when playing with those
playmates?” Next, the interviewer com-
pleted one rating for “peer group stability
and opportunities for friendship develop-
ment,” on a five-point scale from “high turn-
over, variable” to “stable, familiar group.”
The ratings for the two eras were averaged
to yield a score for peer group stability
{alpha across two ratings = .74; mother-
father correlation = .72; rater agreement =
.16),

Family life stressors.—During the oral
interview, the interviewer asked the mother
to recall each era and to answer these gues-
tions: “What changes or adjustments oc-
curred during this time [prompting from a
list including 10 major stressors such as
death, divorce, and legal problems]?” “How
did these changes affect your child?” Fol-
lowing these questions, the interviewer
completed one rating of the extent of stress-
ful, challenging events faced by the child
and family, on a five-point scale from “mini-
mal challenge” to “severe frequent chal-
lenges.” The ratings for the two eras were
averaged to yield a score for family life stres-
sors {alpha across two ratings = .64; mother-
father correlation = .71; rater agreement =
71,

Maternal social support.—During the
oral interview, the interviewer asked the
mother: “Did you have chances to get out
and do things you wanted?’ “In what ways
was your spouse or mate helpful to you dur-
ing this time?” “What friends or relatives

were available to you?” “When you wanted
a shoulder to cry on, or needed to let off
some steam, who, if anyone, did you turn
to?” “How were these people or the time
you spent with them helpful?™ Following
these questions, the interviewer completed
one rating for the mother’s “social contact
and sense of having support from others,”
on a five-point scale from “very isolated” to
“very well supported.” The ratings for the
two eras were averaged to yield a maternal
social support score (alpha across two ratings
= .85; because this variable assesses mater-
nal perception, fathers’ responses are not
relevant for determining agreement ratios;
rater agreement = .91).

Maternal values regarding aggres-
sion.—In writing, the mother completed a
10-item scale called “Culture Question-
naire” that was develeped for this study.
Ttems assessed the mother’s values regard-
ing the use of aggression to solve problems
{e.g., “Sometimes a physical fight might help
my child have a better relationship with
other children,” and “If my child were
teased by other kids at school, I would want
my child to defend him/herself even if it
meant hitting another child”}. Mothers re-
sponded to each item on a seven-point scale
ranging from “definitely disagree” to “defi-
nitely agree.” In order to ensure that moth-
ers contemplated each item, four items were
worded in the opposite direction (e.g., “If 1
found out my child hit another child, I
would be very disappointed, no matter what
the reason’) and were reversed scored. Also,
five filler items were embedded. The 10
items were averaged to vield a score for ma-
ternal aggressive values (alpha = .55; be-
cause mothers’ values were assessed here,
fathers’ responses are not relevant).

Observed mother warmth to child.—
After the home visit, each of the two visitors
completed a Post-Visit Inventory that in-
ciuded 47 items and an open-ended essay.
Visitors were highly familiar with item con-
tent prior to the visit and had been in-
structed to attend to all family interactions
that took place during the 2.5-hour visit. The
observer assessed the warmth in the behav-
ior by the mother toward the child by noting
the oceurrence (occurred = 1; not occurred
= 0) of each of six behaviora.l events. Items
were “mother shouts at child” (reverse
scored), “mother otherwise expresses overt
hostility or annoyance toward child” (re-
verse scored), “mother speaks to child with a
positive tone,” “mother expresses a positive
attitude when speaking of the child,”



“mother initiates positive physical contact
with the child,” and “mother accepts posi-
tive physical contact from the child.” Agree-
ment between the mother interviewer and
the child interviewer on the sum of the six
ratings was substantial (r = .51, p < .001).
These 12 items (six rated by mother inter-
viewer and six rated by child interviewer)
were summed to yield a score for observed
mother warmth toward the child (coefficient
alpha = .73).

Environmental  cognitive  stimula-
tion.—In the Post-Visit Inventory, the ob-
servers noted: (1) whether or not at least
eight books were visible in the home (some
varied reading material, moderate quality at
least, i.e., no comic books}); and (2) whether
or not at least two children’s books were visi-
ble. The sum of the two ratings by the
mother interviewer correlated positively
with the sum of the two ratings by the child
interviewer (r = 41, p < .001). These four
itemns were summed to yield a score for envi-
ronmental cognitive stimulation (alpha =

76).

Child Behavior Problems

Teacher ratings.—During the spring of
kindergarten and grades 1, 2, and 3, the
child’s teacher completed the Teacher Rat-
ing Form (Achenbach & Edelbrock, 1986), a
standard 112-item checklist of child behav-
ior problems. For each item, the teacher was
asked to respond 0 if the problem statement
is not true for the child, 1 if the statement is
somewhat or sometimes true, and 2 if the
statement is very true or often true. Sample
items are: “gets in many fights,” “disobedi-
ent at school,” and “threatens people.” The
score used was the Externalizing Behavior
Problems T Score, consisting of 55 items for
girls and 61 items for boys {(normed within
gender with a national mean of 50 and stan-
dard deviation of 10). The 15-day test-retest
reliability of the Externalizing Scale is .89,
the 2-month stability is .73, and the agree-
ment between teachers and teachers’ aides
is .59 (Achenbach & Edelbrock, 1986). The
authors report high validity as well for a rep-
resentative sample of children. In order to
derive the most reliable teacher-rating score
possible, scores were also averaged across
the 4 years of data collection using all avail-
able data for a child. The internal consis-
tency of this multiyear score was assessed
by coefficient alpha and found to be .85 (p <
001).

Feer nominations.—Nominations for ag-
gressive behavior were completed by the
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classroom peers of the subjects, following
procedures used by Coie, Dodge, and Cop-
potelli (1982). Interviews were conducted
individually with each classroom peer
whose parent consented. During the inter-
view, each peer was asked to nominate up
to three classmates who “start fights,” three
who “say mean things,” and three who “get
mad even for no reason.” Nomination scores
were summed across all respondents for
each item and then summed across items
and standardized within a classroom (to con-
trol for classroom size differences). The
peer-nomination score was also averaged
across all 4 years of data collection. This
multiyear score was highly internally consis-
tent, as assessed coefficient alpha (alpha =
86, p < .001). The correlations between the
peer-rated aggression score and the teacher-
rated Externalizing Score were .51 in kin-
dergarten, .56 in grade 1, .57 in grade 2, .60
in grade 3, and .60 for the multivear scores,
all p < .001.

Results

Relation between Socioeconomic Status
and Child Behavior Problems

As expected, SES assessed during pre-
school robustly predicted teacher-rated and
peer-nominated child behavior problems at
school in each of the 4 years assessed. As
Table 2 indicates, the mean Externalizing
Problem T Score within each year decreased
linearly with increases in socioeconomic
class. Likewise, the proportion of children
who received an Externalizing Problems T
Score in the clinically deviant range (70 or
greater) in at least 1 year decreased linearly
with increases in socioeconomic class (.20,
17, .10, .06, and .01, for the five classes, re-
spectively), as did the proportion of children
receiving an Externalizing Problems T Score
in the clinical risk range (60 or greater) in at
least 1 year (.61, .56, .40, .35, and .21, for
the five classes, respectively). Table 2 also
indicates that the mean peer-nominated ag-
gression score within each year varied across
socioeconomic classes, although the differ-
ences were not as consistently linear or as
strong. However, the nonlinear components
of SES were never significant in any statisti-
cal test for either behavior variable. There-
fore, for all statistical analyses involving so-
cioeconomic status, the dimensional score
(called SES) was used rather than the cate-
gorical score {in order to utilize the full ex-
tent of variation). The correlations between
the SES score and the Externalizing Prob-
lems scores were —.30, —.27, —.31, -.34,

.
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TABLE 2

MEAN EXTERNALIZING PROBLEMS T SCORES AND PEER-NOMINATED AGGRESSION
ScoRres FOR EACH SOCIOECONOMIC CLASS, BY YEAR

Externalizing problems

T score:
Kindergarten .....ccoooeninnns 54.1
Grade 1 ..ovveneniicsinns 55.9
Grade 2 ..o 57.8
Grade 3 ..vvevcvvrerrene 57.9
Multiyear average .............. 57.1

Peer-nominated aggression
Z score:
Kindergarten ......ceccoocvvnvienicins
Grade 1 ............

Multiyear average

I I v v
54.0 51.1 449.6 47.0
55.8 53.3 51.5 49.3
56.9 53.0 51.1 49.1
56.2 534 51.8 48.2
55.8 52.5 50.9 48.6

13 —.09 ~.10 —.36
12 -.13 -.17 ~.37
25 —-.14 —.12 -.21
25 -.19 -.14 —.24
15 -.13 -.27

-.18

NoTe.—For Externalizing Problems T Score, national mean = 50 and $D = 10. For peer-

nominated aggression scores, S = 1.0

for kindergarten and grades 1, 2, and 3, re-
spectively, each p < .001. The correlations
between the SES score and the peer-
nominated aggression scores were —.14,
—.19, —.17, and —.20, for kindergarten and
grades 1, 2, and 3, respectively, each p <
.05. The correlation between the SES score
and the multivear Externalizing Problems
score was —.34, p < .001. The correlation
between the SES score and the multiyear
peer-nominated aggression score was —.20,
p < .001. Because of the consistency in find-
ings across years and the desire to use the
most reliable behavior scores available, all
subsequent analyses employed only the two
behavior scores averaged across all 4 years.

Relation between Sociceconomic Status
and Socialization

As hypothesized, socioeconomic status
was significantly related to each of the eight
socialization variables, As listed in Table 3,
each socialization variable changed linearly
with changes in socioeconomic class. This
table describes early socialization for chil-
dren in the lowest socioeconomic class as
involving {relatively) a high degree of harsh
discipline, exposure to a high rate of vio-
lence, low stahility in the peer group, a high
rate of family stressful life events, low social
support for the mother, a mother who en-
dorses aggressive values for her child, little
warmth by the mother toward the child, and
a lack of cognitive stimulation in the home
environment. These features characterize

early life for most children in the lowest so-
cioeconomic class.

The correlations between SES and each
socialization variable (listed in Table 4) are
highly significant (each p < .001). Together,
these eight variables account for 26% of the
variance in SES, R = .54, F(8, 536) = 27.12,
p < .001. SES is multivariately determined
from these variables, in that five of the eight
variables provide unique increments in the
prediction of SES, even after controlling for
all other socialization variables: for harsh-
ness of discipline, beta = —.15, ¢ = - 4.43,
p < .001; for exposure to violence, beta =
—.12,t = —2.83, p < .01; for maternal social
support, beta = .12, t = 3.05, p < .01; for
mother’s aggressive values, beta = —.17, ¢
= —4.53, p < .00}; and for environmental
cognitive stimulation, beta = 22, t = 5.27,
p < .001. The increment provided by stabil-
ity of the peer group was marginally signifi-
cant, beta = .08, ¢t = 1.93, p < .06

Relation between Soctalization and Child
Behavior Problems

The correlations between the eight so-
cialization variables and the two multiyear
child behavior scores are listed in Table 4.
Seven of the eight socialization variables
were significantly related to the multiyear
teacher-rated Externalizing Problems score.
The socialization variables as a set ac-
counted for a significant portion of the vari-
ance in Externalizing Problems, R = .34,
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TABLE 3

MEeaN (Standard Deviation) SociaLizaTION Scores For EAcH SocioEcoNoMIC CLASS

SOCIOECONOMIC CLASS

VARIABLE 1 11 111 v v
Harshness of discipline
{scale of 1 to 3; 5 high) ....... 2.64 2.43 2.11 1.80 1.87
(.56) (.66) (.60) (.63) (.62)
Exposure to violence
{scale of 1 to 5; 5 high) ... 2.533 2.31 1.93 1.70 1.70
(97 (84) (75) (63} (:59)
Peer stability
(scale of 1 to 5; 5 high) ........ 3.48 3.43 3.63 3.76 4.11
{.78) (1.02) {.89) {.88) (.70}
Life stressors
(scale of 1 to 5; 5 high) ........... 3.40 3.32 3.01 2.90 2.73
(7D (1.01) {96} {.93) (1.04)
Moather’s social support
(scale of 1 to B; 5§ high) .......... (2.48) 2.91 3.05 3.19 3.54
(.94) (.93) (.90) (.95) (.89)
Mother’s aggressive values
(scale of 1 to 7; 7 high) ........ 2.56 2.50 2.30 2.10 2.11
(.79) {.85) (.71) (.72) (.69)
Mother warmth to child
(scale of 0 to 12; 12 high) ... 9.3 10.0 10.2 10,7 10.2
(2.4) (2.2) (1.8) (1.7} (2.1)
Cognitive stimulation
{Scale of 0 to 4; 4 high) ......... 1.29 2.18 2.36 2.93 2.87
(1.5) (1.3) (1.3} (1.4)

(1.2)

F(8, 540) = 8.81, p <« .001, with harsh disci-
pline providing the only unigue contribu-
tion (beta = .25, p < .001).

Four of the eight socialization variabies
were significantly or marginally related to
the multivear peer-nominated aggression
score. The set of socialization variables sig-
nificantly predicted the peer-nominated ag-
gression score, R = .23, F(8, 540) = 3.85,
p < .001, with harsh discipline providing the
only unigue contribution (beta = .19,
p < .001).

Accounting for the Effect of
Socioeconomic Status on Child
Behavior Problems

Externalizing problems.—The goal of
these analyses was to test whether the set of
eight socialization variables account for the
observed relation between SES and child
behavior problems. This question was tested
by a combination of hierarchical regression
analyses and structural equations analyses.
Hierarchical regression analyses revealed
that the multiyear Externalizing Problems T
Score was significantly and uniquely pre-
dicted from both SES and the set of eight
socialization variables (see Table 5). Given
that the total effect of SES on the Externaliz-

ing Problems T Score was much greater than
the increment provided by SES after con-
trolling for the socialization variables, it was
apparent that the eight socialization vari-
ables account for some (but not all} of the
relation between SES and child behavior
problems. Specifically, the set of eight so-
cialization variables accounted for 57% of
the SES effect on teacher-rated Externaliz-
ing Problems.

To test the significance of this effect,
structural equation models (LISREL VI, Jor-
eskog & Sorbom, 1989) were contrasted. For
these analyses, all constructs were assumed
to have been measured without error, and
significant correlations among the eight so-
cialization variables were not constrained.
Two models were contrasted. The first
model included SES as a predictor of each
of the eight socialization variables as well as
both SES and the socialization variables as
predictors of child behavior problems. The
second model was a reduced one in which
the paths between the eight socialization
variables and child behavior problems were
deleted. The difference in chi-squares asso-
ciated with these two models is a test of the
significance of the indirect effect of SES on
child behavior problems through the medi-
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TABLE 4

CORRELATIONS BETWEEN SOCIALIZATION VABIABLES AND SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS,
MuLTIYEAR EXTERNALIZING PROBLEMS T SCORE, AND MULTIYEAR PEER-NOMINATED

AGGRESSION SCORE

Harshness of discipline ...........
Exposure to violence ...
Peer stability .............
Life stressors
Mother’s social support
Mother’s aggressive values
Mother warmth to child ..
Cognitive stimulation

NoTE.—n’s range from 540 to 576.
*p < .05

g 0L

wx < 001,

ating path of the set of eight socialization
variables. For the multiyear Externalizing
Problems score, this path was significant,
¥}(B) = 3161, p < .001, indicating that the
hypothesis of partial mediation was sup-
ported.

Peer-nominatedaggression.—Hierarchi-
cal regression analyses revealed that the
multivear aggression score was significantly
predicted from both SES and the set of eight
socialization variables (see Table 5). The so-
cialization variables accounted for 50% of
the SES effect on peer-nominated aggres-
sion scores. Again, structural equation mod-
els were contrasted to test the significance
of this effect. The difference in chi-squares
associated with these two models was sig-

Externalizing Peer-nominated

T Score Aggression
.31*** . 19***
20e* 06

—.04 .03
16FxE [08*

—.11** —.06

Gk 086

A1 .08
09*

10

nificant, ¥¥8) = 18.75, p < .03, indicating
that the hypothesis of an indirect effect of
SES on aggression scores through the medi-
ating path of the set of eight socialization
variables was supported.

Effects of Gender and Race

The goal of this set of analyses was to
determine whether processes varied across
gender and race groups. The eight sub-
jects who were of nonwhite, non-African-
American background were excluded from
these analyses because they came from di-
verse backgrounds that could not rationally
be considered as a single group (nor could
they rationally be considered as similar to
African-American subjects). To provide a de-
scriptive context for these analyses, analyses

TABLE 5

INCREMENTS IN R? WHEN PREDICTING THE MULTIYEAR EXTERNALIZING PROBLEMS T
SCORE AND THE MULTIYEAR PEER-NOMINATED AGGRESSION SCORE FROM

SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS AND THE SET OF EIGHT SOCIALIZATION VARIABLES

STEP AND PREDICTOR VARIAELE

Analysis 1:

Step 1: Sociceconormic Status .....c.oooveiiienen,
Step 2: 8 socialization variables ..o

Analysis 2;
Step 1: 8 Socialization variables
Step 2: Socioeconomic status

Total R2 from full model ...

OUTCOME VARIABLE

Externalizing Aggression

Problems Score
118F** 434>
0B ** 033*
......... 1]9EeE 055***
......... F(pen 2]

.16g#** Q7Gx

*p < 03
** g < Ol
*w oy <001,

Note.—Scores indicate the increment in R? at that step.
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TABLE 6
GENDER AND RACE MEANS AND ANALYSES OF VARIANCE FOR ALL VARIABLES
SUBJECT GROUP
EFFECTS
White African-American
Race,
Male Female Male Female Control
VARIABLE (n = 248) (n = 228) {n = 52) (n = 49) Gender Race SES§

Sociceconomic status ............... 42.8 41.7 26.6 26.7 Fhk
Multiyear

externalizing T score ........... 515 51.7 54.5 54.3 Hohk
Multivear

aggression Z score ........oeeene .18 - 45 .39 —-.16 *EE ok
Harshness of discipline . 2.1 2.0 2.5 2.4 ek
Exposure to violence ...... 1.8 1.9 2.3 2.5 ok hokk
Peer stability ..o 3.8 3.7 35 3.6 *
Life stressors ................ 2.9 3.0 34 32 *kok
Mother’s social support ............ 3.2 3.2 3.0 2.6 *
Mother’s aggressive values ...... 2.2 2.1 2.8 2.4 ok ke *
Mother warmth to child ........... 10.1 10.3 102 10.1
Cognitive stimulation ............... 2.6 2.8 1.6 1.5 ok hok

NoTe.—The last column indicates the effect of race after controlling for SES.

*p < .05
**p < 0L
** < 001,

of variance were conducted for each variable
with gender and race as factors {(see Table 6
for means and a summary of effects).

Gender main i{fects.—Gender did not
have a significant etfect on SES or the multi-
year Externalizing Problems T Score (T
scores are standardized within gender, so
true gender effects are disguised). The peer-
nominated aggression score did vary sig-
nificantly according to gender, with males
receiving more aggressive scores. Gender
main effects were found for two of the eight
socialization variables, indicating that moth-
ers held significantly less aggressive values
for their daughters than their sons, and
mothers of daughters felt less social support
than mothers of sons.

Race main effects.—White families had
a significantly higher socioeconomic status
than African-American families. African-
American children received significantly
higher multivear Externalizing Problems
Scores and multivyear peer-nominated ag-
gression scores than white children. How-
ever, each of these two effects became
nonsignificant once SES was controlled
statistically. That is, analyses of covariance
with race and gender as factors and SES as
a covariate vielded nonsignificant effects of
race on externalizing and aggression Scores.
In contrast, regression analyses in which
race was covaried indicated that SES contin-

ved to have a strong effect on both exter-
nalizing and aggression scores, F's(1, 566) =
62.50 and 17.26, respectively, with each p <
.001. In other words, the race difference in
these behavior scores is fully accounted for
by an SES effect, but the SES effect operates
independently of any race effect.

Analyses of the eight socialization vari-
ables vielded seven significant effects of
race. Relative to white children, African-
American children: received harsher disci-
pline, were exposed to more violence, had
lower peer stability, had mothers who expe-
rienced more life stressors and less social
support, had mothers who held more aggres-
sive values for their children, and experi-
enced less cognitive stimulation. As with
behavior problems, most of these effects
became nonsignificant once SES was con-
trolled statistically in analyses of covariance.
After SES was taken into account, African-
American children and white children dif-
fered only in exposure to violence, their
mothers’ aggressive values, and cognitive
stimulation. In contrast, in regression analy-
ses in which race was partialed out first, SES
continued to be related to each of the eight
socialization wvariables (each p < .001).
Again, the race differences in socialization
are mostly due to SES, but the SES effect
operates above and beyond any race effect.

Ejgects on relation between SES and
child

ehavior problems.— To test whether
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gender or race altered the effect of SES on
child behavior problems, interaction terms
were computed by multiplying SES and
gender (coded 1 for male and 2 for female)
and then SES and race (coded 1 for white
and 2 for African-American). Hierarchical re-
gression analyses were conducted in which
the two multiyear child behavior problem
scores were predicted first from SES, gen-
der, and race, and then from the interaction
term for SES x gender and the interac-
tion term for 8ES X race. Neither interac-
tion term was significant in any analysis, in-
dicating that the relations between SES and
child behavior problem scores did not differ
significantly across gender or race groups.

Effects on relation between socioeco-
nomic status and socialization.—The next
analyses examined whether the relation be-
tween SES and socialization varied across
gender and race groups. As with the previ-
ous analyses, interaction terms were com-
puted by multiplying the gender code and
each of the eight socialization variables and
the race code and each of the eight socializa-
tion variables. Hierarchical regression anal-
yses were conducted in which SES was pre-
dicted first from the eight socialization
variables, gender, and race, and then from
the eight gender x socialization interaction
terms (as a group) and the eight race X so-
cialization interaction terms (as a group).
The eight race x socialization variables did
not significantly increment the prediction,
F(8, 511) = 1.76, N.S., whereas the eight
gender X socialization variables did incre-
ment the prediction, F(8, 511) = 2.44, p <
.02. The source of this effect was examined
by testing the increment of each of the eight
gender X socialization terms separately (not
as a beta controlling for other interaction
terms, but by itself, controlling only for the
main effects of race, gender, and socializa-
tion). Only one of the interaction terms
was significant, for gender X parent-child
warmth (p < .03). Bivariate correlations re-
vealed that the relation between SES and
parent-child warmth was not significant for
boys, r = .08 but was significant for girls, r
=23, p < .001. These analyses indicate that
SES does not relate to socialization differ-
ently for white and African-American chil-
dren, but that SES may relate to socialization
differently for boys and girls, with low SES
being associated with lack of parent-child
warmth more dramatically in girls than boys,

Effect on the mediation of child behav-
ior problems by socialization.—The next
analyses tested whether the mediation of the

relation between SES and child behavior
problems by socialization varies across gen-
der and race groups. Interaction terms were
computed by multiplying each of the social-
ization variables with the gender code and
each of the socialization variables with the
race code. Hierarchical regression analyses
were conducted in which the Externalizing
Problems T Score and the aggression score
were predicted first from SES, next from
gender and race, next from the eight social-
ization variables, and finally from the eight
gender X socialization terms (as a group)
and the eight race X socialization terms (as
a group). The set of gender x socialization
terms was not significant in incrementing
the prediction of either child behavior proh-
lem score. The set of race x socialization
terms was significant in predicting the multi-
vear Externalizing Problems score, F(8, 515)
= 2.44, p < .02, with a change in R? of .030.
Two race X socialization terms were sig-
nificant, for mother’s aggressive values and
exposure to violence. Separate partial corre-
lations between each of these two variables
and the Externalizing Problems Score, con-
trolling for SES, were computed for the two
race groups. For white children, the correla-
tions of the mother’s aggressive values and
exposure to violence with the Externalizing
Problems Score {controlling for SES) were
in a positive direction (s = .09 and .13,
respectively, with the former p < .07 and
the latter p < .01), whereas, for African-
American children, these correlations were
nonsignificant and in a negative direction
(r's = —.10 and —.03, respectively). The
analysis for the multivear peer-nominated
aggression score vielded a nonsignificant ef-
fect for the set of race X socialization terms,
F(8, 515) = 1.58, N.§. It appears that the
socialization variables might operate differ-
ently across race groups, but the lack of con-
sistency across the two behavior measures
suggests that these effects should be inter-
preted cautiously.

Effect of Single Parenthood

The final set of analyses was designed
to disentangle the effect of being raised by
a single parent from the effect of SES. These
two variables were significantly correlated
in this sample, with single-parent chifdren
having a mean SES score of 31.7, in contrast
with 43.9 for two-parent children, F(1, 546)
= 111.66, p < .001. Also, children raised in
single-parent families differed from children
in two-parent families on six of the eight so-
cialization variables (for harshness of disci-
pline, exposure to violence, life stressors,



mother’s social support, maternal aggressive
values, and cognitive stimulation, all p <
.001). Likewise, children in single-parent
families displayed more behavior problems
than did children in two-parent families; for
multiyvear Externalizing Problems, M's =
55.0 and 50.4, respectively, with F(1, 546}
= 52.78, p < .001; for multivear aggression
scores, M’s = .17 and -.23, respectively,
with F(1, 546) = 33.56, p < .001.

In spite of the correlation hetween sin-
gle-parent status and SES, these two vari-
ables made unique contributions to the pre-
diction of the socialization variables and to
behavior problem outcomes. With regard to
socialization, when single-parent status was
controlled statistically through hierarchical
regression analyses, the relation between
SES and the set of eight socialization vari-
ables remained highly significant (incre-
ment in R? = .17, F(8, 509) = 16.74, p <
.001), with SES being significantly related to
every one of the eight socialization variables
{each p < .01). When SES was controlled
statistically, single-parent status was sig-
nificantly related to the set of eight socializa-
tion variables (increment in R® = .07, F(8,
509) = 6.12, p < .001}, but it predicted only
two socialization variables (life stressors and
exposure to violence, each p < .001).

The correlations between SES and child
behavior problems held within both single-
parent and two-parent families: for single-
parent families, the correlations were —.27
and —.13, p’s < .001 and .08, for multivear
teacher-rated Externalizing Problems and
peer-nominated aggression scores, respec-
tively; for two-parent families, the correla-
tions were —.22 and — .11, p < .00l and .04,
respectively. Both single-parent status and
SES made unigque incremental contributions
to the prediction of child behavior problem
outcomes: for multivear Externalizing Prob-
lems, betas for single-parent status and so-
cioeconomic status = .19 and — .25, respec-
tively, each p < .00}; and for the multiyear
aggression score, betas = .18 and —.13, re-
spectively, each p < .005, Thus, the effects
of SES on socialization and on child behav-
ior problems are not attributable solely to a
correlation between SES and being raised
by a single parent. These effects are attribut-
able more directly to some aspect of socio-
£conomics.

Discussion

This research was guided by five
hypotheses concerning the effect of socio-
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economic status on children’s behavior
problems, and all five hypotheses were sup-
ported. The first hypothesis was that relative
socioeconomic disadvantage is a reliable
predictor of emergent behavior problems.
This effect held robustly at all geographic
sites, in both cohorts, and for both genders of
children, and it held for both teacher-rated
externalizing problems and peer-nominated
aggressive behavior. It held among children
in single-parent families as well as two-
parent families. This finding held in a study
with a longitudinal design in which SES was
assessed in preschool and behavior prob-
lems were assessed in each of four subse-
quent vears. It held in all four years studied
and seems ominously to be leading to in-
creased behavior problems as children get
older. Children in the lowest socioeconomic
class received teacher-rated externalizing
problem scores that were, on average, about
three-quarters of a standard deviation higher
than the national mean. They were three
times more likely than the rest of the sample
to receive scores in the clinically significant
range. And this was not a problem experi-
enced by only a few of these children: over
60% of low-status children received a score
in the clinical risk range at some time in ele-
mentary school. The relation between social
disadvantage and behavior problems ap-
pears to be a linear one; that is, the risk of
behavior problems and the mean behavior
problem score increase linearly with de-
creasing SES, and deviations from linearity
were nonsignificant. We did not find evi-
dence of a threshold effect, below which the
effects of poverty ave severe and above
which the effects of socioeconomics are nil.
Our conclusions apply to relative differ-
ences across the range of sociceconomic ad-
vantage and not to unique circumstances
applying only to the most extremely disad-
vantaged children.

This effect joins a large body of research
indicating the relative risk accruing from dif-
ferences in SES (Rutter, 1981). It must be
noted that the children in this study were
just entering elementary school. Other stud-
ies indicate that there is little effect of SES
on behavior problems that begin as late as
adolescence (Farrington, 1991). The relative
risk afforded by economic disadvantage is
evidenced in early-onset behavior problems,
which are the type most likely to continue
throughout life (Patterson et al., 1992).

The major goal of this study was to un-
derstand how socioeconomic disadvantage
operates to lead to behavior problems. The
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second hypothesis was that socioeconomic
status differences are associated with eight
components of children’s preschool aggres-
sive socialization. Children in the lower so-
cioeconomic classes are more likely than
their peers to be the objects of harsh disei-
pline, to observe violence in their neighbor-
hoods and extended families, and to have
more transient peer groups and therefore
fewer opportunities for stable friendships.
They receive less cognitive stimulation in
their home environment. These children are
being raised by mothers who are relatively
less warm in their behavior toward them,
who experience a relatively high rate of fam-
ily life stressors, who perceive less social
support and greater isolation, and who are
more likely to hold values that aggression is
an appropriate and effective means of solv-
ing problems. Even though these aspects of
socialization are correlated with each other,
they provide remarkable independence in
their relation to SES, as evidenced by the
unigue increments in the prediction of SES
from five of these eight variables. Thus, rela-
tive socioeconomic disadvantage brings an
array of features of disadvantage in socializa-
tion. These features are not due merely to
being raised by a single parent; that is, these
findings hold even when the effects of single
parenthood are controlled statistically. In-
stead, this disadvantage in socialization is
directly related to economic disadvantage.

The socialization experienced by chil-
dren at the relatively low ends of the socio-
economic spectrum is the type that seems to
be a breeding ground for aggressive behav-
ioral development. Indeed, the third hy-
pothesis was that each of these eight aspects
of socialization would predict later behavior
problems. This hypothesis was supported
for every one of the eight variables. Regres-
sion analyses indicated overlap among the
variables i their contribution to the predic-
tion of behavior problems, with the strongest
effect holding for harsh discipline. This
finding is broadly consistent with Pat-
terson’s coercion theory of the role of esca-
lating coercive exchanges in aggressive de-
velopment {Patterson et al.,, 1852). Finally,
as hypothesized, these eight socialization
variables, as a set, accounted for about half
of the measured effect of SES on behavior
problem development, an effect that is
highly statistically significant.

These findings join a growing body of
evidence indicating that SES affects antiso-
cial behavioral development through social-
jzing experiences that accompany socio-

economic class (e.g., Conger et al., 1992;
Patterson et al., 1989). These findings are
consistent with hypotheses by Conger et al.
(1992} that economic hardship acts as a stres-
sor on the parents, leading to marital con-
flict, lowered quality of parenting (i.e., harsh
discipline and lack of warmth), and ulti-
mately child maladjustment. The findings of
this study also indicate that the socialization
variables assessed mediate the effect of SES
only partially. They account for a sizable
portion of the variance in SES, but this por-
tion still leaves a large gap in our knowledge
of how SES operates. It may be that we did
not select or identify all of the relevant as-
pects of antisocial socialization that are asso-
ciated with low SES. For example, we did
not assess the effects of social stigma, paren-
tal monitoring of child behavior, or racism
that might add to the aggressive socialization
of children in the lowest sociveconomic
class. The possibility also remains that fac-
tors other than family social experiences that
might be associated with SES might also
contribute to antisocial development (such
as genetically endowed factors, environmen-
tally induced prenatal or perinatal biological
factors, maternal age, or non-family social-
ization factors).

It must be emphasized that the findings
of this study are not an indictment of parents
in the lowest socioeconomic class. As Ogbu
(1981) has noted, socializing adults in sub-
cultural groups adapt their parental routines
to their perceived unique needs. Kelley et
al. (1992) have suggested that parents in vio-
lent neighborhoods, in fearing that their
children are at risk to be victimized or to
vietimize others, may be particularly sensi-
tive to misbehavior in their children and
may respond to the slightest signs of misbe-
havior threugh extraordinarily harsh means
of external control. If this is the case, the
empirical findings that are emerging (ie.,
Patterson et al., 1992) are that this pavental
pattern may have paradoxically adverse ef-
fects in actually promoting the antisocial de-
velopment that it was meant to obviate.
Another possibility is that a degree of
aggressiveness in the child is adaptive in a
high-risk neighborhood, and the parents are
endorsing aggressive values out of a positive
desire to socialize their children defen-
sively. In sum, parents in the lowest socio-
economic statis group are doing the best job
that they can under highly stressful and ad-
verse circumstances.

Even though gender and race were not
primary foci of this study, the diverse sample



afforded the opportunity to examine effects
of these factors. The major gender difference
found in socialization was a tendency for
mothers of boys to endorse aggressive values
more heavily for their sons than for their
daughters. This effect joins a long literature
on gender differences in socialization of ag-
gression (Maccoby & Jacklin, 1974). More
striking is the finding that gender does not
appear to moderate substantially the process
by which SES affects the development of
conduct problems.

More complicated are the effects of race.
Numerous difterences were found between
white children and African-American chil-
dren in behavior problems and socialization.
At all ages, African-American boys and girls
were rated by teachers and peers as higher
in conduct problems than white children.
However, these differences were fully ac-
counted for by SES; that is, once SES was
taken into account, race differences in both
teacher-rated and peer-nominated conduct
problems became nonsignificant. Race dif-
ferences were also found in socialization
practices and experiences. In contrast with
white children, African-American children
in this sample experience harsher disci-
pline, greater exposure to violence, less peer
group stability, more life stresses, and less
cognitive stimulation, and their mothers ex-
perience less social support and hold more
aggressive values for them. Again, most of
these differences are accounted for by SES
effects, although several effects remain.
Some of these effects may be understood as
reactions to living in circumstances of eco-
nomic deprivation and danger, as described
above (Conger et al., 1992), Other effects
may transcend economic hardship and may
be outcomes of longstanding sacietal racial
threat. Thus, African-American children in
this sample are exposed to relatively high
rates of violence that cannot be accounted
for solely by socioeconomic class. In turn,
the mothers of these children endorse the
child’s use of aggression to a greater degree
than do the mothers of white children, per-
haps as an attempted response at adaptation
to a threatening environment (Ogbu, 1981).
Race differences in the process by which
SES has an impact on child behavior prob-
lems were significant but few and inconsis-
tent. In general, to the extent that the design
of the current study afforded scrutiny, the
models that have been described here are
not substantively moderated by race.

The findings of this study point toward
prevention efforts with children who are at
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high risk by virtue of their socialization in
an economically disadvantaged home. Nu-
merous such prevention efforts are under
way (e.g., Conduct Problems Prevention Re-
search Group, 1992; and Reid, 1990), and
others have shown signs of long-term impact
(Zigler, Taussig, & Black, 1992). The current
study suggests that these interventions
should focus on changing parental patterns
of harsh discipline, because this single vari-
able accounts for the major portion of the
effect of socioeconomic status on antisocial
development. Interventions might also focus
on the other seven aspects of socialization
studied, because these variables are also cor-
related with antisocial outcomes.

Numerous caveats must be emphasized
regarding the current study. Even though
the empirical tests conducted in this study
have causal variables in the models that
guide them, the study is still a correlational
one. A stronger case for mediation of SES
effects would be made if the mediating vari-
ables could be experimentally manipulated
(Zussman, 1980). A second caveat is that the
total amount of variance in child behavior
problems that has been explained in this
study by the combination of socioeconomic
and socialization variables is still fairly small
(8%—17%). Clearly, other factors, or better
measures of the constructs studied here,
must be identified. Another caveat is that the
findings reported here may generalize only
to our populations, that is, to children grow-
ing up in mid-South and Midwestern urban
and small city communities. Antisocial de-
velopment may have quite different social-
ization components for children in South
Central Los Angeles or racially segregated
Boston. The generality of antisocial develop-
mental models across regional and subcul-
tural groups is quite unknown at this peint.
The current study at least had the advantage
of including three diverse geographic and
cultural communities {mid-South wurban
Nashville, TN; Appalachian Knoxville, TN;
and working-class central Indiana), which is
a rarity in psychological developmental re-
search, and all three samples showed similar
patterns.

Another caveat is that the current find-
ings apply only to antisocial development of
an externalizing nature. Interestingly, in our
samples, internalizing development (i.e., the
Internalizing Problems T Score on the TRF)
is also significantly predicted from low so-
cioeconomic status (r's of —.14, —.12, ~.17,
and — .15 [all p < .003)] for kindergarten, and
grades 1, 2, and 3, respectively). However,
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when Externalizing Problems is controlled
statistically, the Internalizing score is no
longer significantly correlated with SES (the
reverse is not true; i.e., the Externalizing
score continues to correlate with SES even
when the Internalizing score is controlled).
Also, the Internalizing score is not highly
correlated with the eight socialization vari-
ables studied here. Thus, the developmental
psychopathology of internalizing problems
follows a different path than that for exter-
nalizing problems.

In sum, this study represents one incre-
mental step in understanding how condi-
tions of relative socioeconomic deprivation
lead to the development of antisocial behav-
ior during the early elementary school years.
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