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The Impact of Poverty and Low
Socioeconomic Status on the
Socioemotional Functioning of African-
American Children and Adolescents:
Mediating Effects

Vonnie C. McLoyd

Along with family income, the factors indicative of the economic well-being
of children and families include poverty, parental employment, job (that s,
promotion, demotion, stability), and socioeconomic status (SES). A bifur-
cation exists in the psychological and sociological literature that addresses
these phenomena. One segment of the literature focuses on economic decline
or loss, that is, unemployment, job loss, job demotion, and income loss as
experienced by working- and middle-class individuals who charac-
teristically are stably employed (e.g., Conger, Ge, Elder, Lorenz, & Simons,
1994; Flanagan & Eccles, 1993; McLoyd, 1989, 1990). The other segment
focuses on poverty and low SES as ongoing, persistent conditions that are
inextricably linked to employment-related factors such as unemployment,
underemployment, low wages, and unstable work (e.g., Brody, Stoneman,
Flor, McCrary, Hastings, & Congers, 1994). This chapter focuses on the
latter segment of the literature. In particular, direct and indirect evidence
concerning the effects of poverty and low SES on the socioemotional
functioning of African-American children and adolescents is reviewed,
processes that may mediate these effects are delineated, and important gaps
in our knowledge that warrant redress are identified.

This chapter is divided into three major sections. Because it incorporates
information about two related, but conceptually distinct indicators of eco-
nomic disadvantage (i.e., poverty and low SES), it begins with a brief
discussion of differences between these constructs. The second section
summarizes existing research on the relation of poverty and low SES to
children’s socioemotional functioning, with special emphasis on African-
American children. Also presented in this section is a discussion of proc-
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esses through which poverty and low SES might influence children’s so-
cioemotional functioning. Three potential mediators are discussed: (a) dis-
crete and chronic stressors, (b) experiences of inferiorization, and (c)
punitive, nonsupportive parenting. The discussion of mediational processes
is limited by its grouping of several diverse child outcomes under the general
rubric of “socioemotional functioning.” Extant research is inadequate to
support extensive analyses of specific domains of socioemotional function-
ing. Mediating processes may be domain-specific; as such, documentation
of these processes can be pursued most productively in programs of research
focusing on specific categories of socioemotional functioning in children
(e.g., self-esteem, depressive symptomatology, self-efficacy, behavioral prob-
lems). The analysis of mediational processes also is limited by the fact that
it does not take account of individual child characteristics (e.g., age, gender,
temperament) that might influence mediational processes; again, this defi-
ciency is due to the scarcity of relevant data. The final section of the chapter
summarizes major gaps in our knowledge about the impact of economic
disadvantage on African-American children’s socioemotional functioning
and offers suggestions for future research.

It is critical to underscore that neither socioeconomic disadvantage nor
mediating variables can be seen as having inevitable, certain consequences
for child and adolescent functioning. Linkages exist among these variables
only in probabilistic terms determined by mutual influences operating
between children and their environments. As Baldwin, Baldwin, and Cole
(1990) pointed out, it is precisely this fact that makes it possible for economi-
cally disadvantaged children to have positive outcomes. Research on
resilience in children who experience economic hardship is in its infancy,
and very little of this work has focused specifically on African-American
children or other children of color (Clark, 1983). Nevertheless, research on
resilience is a critically important counterweight to inquiries into the ad-

verse effects of economic disadvantage and the mechanisms responsible for
these effects.

DISTINGUISHING POVERTY AND
SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS

Poverty, in its official sense, refers to a condition in which the income of an
individual or family falls short of the amount needed for food, shelter, and
other necessities, as estimated by the U.S. government (Duncan, 1984). First
developed by the Social Security Administration in 1964 (then referred to
as the ”Orshansky Index”), this standard has remained basically unchanged
fora generation. The U.S. government defines a person as living in poverty
if his or her cash income from all sources is less than three times the cost of
an adequate diet. Currently, there are well over 100 different “poverty
lines” reflecting a wide range of family types (as determined by family size,
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d head, number of children under 18, farm vs.
X 0 igzigéntzumoio forth). In the studies reviewed in this chapter,
nonfe;:mis operati(;nalized in various ways, including income-to-need ra-
gs:ial)éulared on the basis of official poverty thresholds, family petrl cap;\t)a
income, eligibility for subsidies to the poor (e.g., free or reduced-t_:os : ]TIT}:;) 11:
family income cutoffs corresponding to tlllose used to determine gth
o for subsidies. Use of poverty thresholds, in general, is prelzferfable to other
:Yefationalizations because it enhances comparability of findings, at least
wlith respect to the influence of poverty on _chﬂd outcomes. dividuale’
The term socioeconomic status typically is used to S].gmfy.m dua 0;
families’, or groups’ rankings on a hierarchy acc:ordm_g_to the::; access o
control over some combination of valued commodities su h as wio mé
power, and social status (Mueller & Parcel, 1981). Althoughf‘t ecri*e is me
dispute among social scientists about how S‘ES should be define t01' I?SES
ured, there is considerable agreement that important components o =
include the occupation of the father, mother, or both, farml)é {ncome,
cation, prestige, power, and a certain style of life _(House, 19 it < based
Poverty is not isomorphic with low SES. Unlike SE.S, po;.«'e_ y i asec
on an absolute standard or threshold and does not signify re ative pos ‘om—;
Its marker, cash income, is only one of sev?ral components or dm"laentmms
of SES and is clearly related to, but distinct from, occ1.1patloxt1lal s i et
educational level, prestige, and power. _In addition, pon‘ferty sta 15;1 i'sve .
siderably more volatile than SES. During adulthood, mcom:h re 1e A
need is more likely to shift markedly from one year to ant?thexi t.'a.r'tmar 2o
indicators such as educational attainment E{Ild occupationa Sf?l tifrom
example, Duncan’s (1984) examination of adjacent-year p‘amf; 0 tha o
the national, longitudinal Panel Study of Income Dynamics for the p ke
1969-1978 indicated that one third to one }_talf of those who were poll =
one year were not poor the next. However, it sh.ould be noted F?at iﬁe Sfor
poverty are far longer for African—.?tnl't{ers:an Chllcl;%g?l and families than
i i terparts (Duncan odgers, -
theagzlé‘iesig\ﬁiorzg betwfreen poverty and low SES are unpor’tantcl;;caus?
of their potential to affect children’s socioemotional ftmcho;:u;g :" f;gz)
tially. Some evidence exists (e.g., Duncan, Bmoks-Qum, S:n K ebano (;tional
that poverty and income status have e{'fectfs on children’s sgcﬂlsm‘ené o
functioning (i.e., externalizing symptoms) mdep.enc!ent of ﬂl:‘l 1cv o
(e.g., parent education), although too few s_tud1es' mch:tde bo_ p;)f en c)-r
status and SES indicators as predictors of cl_rukglren s somQEmotnoqab tl'l <
tioning to discern any pattern that Enight existb:Jn tth&;eit;\;: Z(::lgiiesu ﬁgve
s various SES indicators. Notal . _
g:szg::irge\:fggts of SES than poverty status on qhildrgq’s s_or:loemoth(;x:g
functioning. We do not yet know how stability or instability in pov;ers YES e
income status act synergistically with more stable indicators o o
influence socioemotional functioning (Huston, McLoyd, & Garcia 5

1994).
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Itis aISC' imPOI‘tani to bear in mind
in depende“ﬂy of one another. Theyth;ftt
conditions and events that amount to a
stressor. Belle (1984) and Pejyon (1989)
caeoirees @d SCIVICes is often conjoined
(e, eviction, physme_ll illness, criminal
g, madequat‘? housmg, Poor health ca
vironmental toXins). Indeed, neither pov,
nor low SES Cig b'i‘ ;;S(l;med to be identi
roxies for, material hardghjy,
g‘lat income-to-needs ratiog gxp‘:‘;a_mygﬁnd Jencks (1988) f;
householders' 1ePOrts of material harq

the "thrif?; ;;(;Io;n bziii;pubﬁshed by the U.S, Department of Agricultu
unmet medic needs, housin It ulture,
, t 5 Ng problems). Traditional
P o g ESimte e detand i e
ma s fen's socioemotional functioni
The term$ ‘-‘Sff mmdiscusmg the issues raised in this chH;g.t
function of whe ﬂfr : §a"?f}’ses cited center around construgtse . fv . ot
or of low SES. In t; ollowing discussion of specific findings f; n d]:_’ﬂverty
areas of research € terms used are fhoge that most closgl S
the construct employed by given researchers. However 4 atlapl"gxnnate
discussion of .co{zcel_atual 13Sues, poverty and low SES are u;elc?‘ e bl
ably, unless distinction between the two constructs seems criti]::lerdmnge-

poverty and low SES rarely exist
€N represent a conglomerate of
pervasive rather than a boundeg
reported that a paucity of materia]
to a plethora of undesirable events
assault) and ongoing conditiong

pOV!E)Tg SND SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS
AS pREOCIOERS OF CHILD AND ADOLESCENT
S MOTIONAL FUNCTIONING

Main Effecis of Socioeconomic Disadvantage

Current Poverty 31atus and Socioe motional Functioning

Most, though not all, of the studies reviewed
Bronfenbrenner (1986) termed the socia] gidress model of analys;
on what Blumer (1956) designated vgrigpe analyses, that _nab}.fsm and rely
Multivariate analyses of the l‘t_%lah'on of smioc{emﬂéra hi ;S_' 1variate and
as income and social c}ass, to individya] P, Aial Vanafbie's, such
are limited to mmpfr;son of D‘ffCOmes for children [ivinys?s of this lqnd
environments as deime_d’b)' Socioeconomic background g ’I;‘ contrastin
acteristics, with no e"PliC“COH{:‘ideration of intervenin tor Paysical char-
esses through which these environments affect the Cou%sse rl-;f;‘jfures or proc-

Numerous studies of children and 54, of development.

: lescents i
non-health care settings, the vast majority of w}ﬁgbfzgrz: iﬂﬂslg; I:;aa:ld
us

in this section typify what

re, dangerous neighborhoods, en-
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rather than poverty status, have reported an association between socioeco-
nomic disadvantage and socioemotional problems. Most samples are
White, although a substantial number of studies employ either solely
African-American children and adolescents or ethnically diverse samples
that include African-American children and adolescents. Prevalence esti-
mates of mental health problems, although less precise than those for
physical health problems (as a result of varying methods of assessment and
thresholds used in making diagnoses), suggest that a significant proportion
of children under 18 experience emotional and behavioral problems (Butler,
Starfield, & Stenmark, 1984). Based on a review of diagnostic data from
seven primary care facilities, Starfield et al. (1980) concluded that at least
5%, and as many as 15%, of children seen in 1 year had one or more
socioemotional problems. In a similar study undertaken by Jacobson,
Goldberg, Burns, Hoeper, Hanking, and Hewitt (1980), between 3% and
10% of children seen in four health care settings during a 1-year period were
diagnosed as having mental health problems. Comparable prevalence esti-
mates have been reported in other studies conducted in pediatric practice
settings (Goldberg, Regier, McInerny, Pless, & Roghmann, 1979). In all of
these studies, low SES was associated with a higher prevalence of emotional
and behavioral problems.

Numerous investigations of nonreferred children in home and school
settings have also reported a negative relation between SES and the pres-
ence of behavioral/emotional problems. Lower SES during early and
middle childhood has been found to be associated with lower adaptive
functioning; diminished self-confidence and self-esteem; strained peer re-
lations; increased presence of severe temper tantrums; and higher levels of
overall symptomatology, social maladaptation (e.g., shyness, aggressive-
ness, immaturity, learning problems), and psychological distress (e.g.,
feelings of sadness, tension, and nervousness; for a review of these studies,
see McLoyd, Ceballo, & Mangelsdorf, in press).

Low SES and economic hardship during adolescence have been linked
to diminished adaptive functioning with respect to relationships, school,
and work; delinquent behavior; a less positive self-image; and increased
vulnerability to depression (for a review of these studies, see McLoyd, 1990;
McLoyd et al., in press). In addition, researchers have identified a host of
negative behavioral and cognitive symptoms accompanying adolescent
depression. Gibbs (1986), for example, found that low-income adolescent
females with high depression scores, compared to their counterparts with
low depression scores, were more susceptible to somatic symptoms and
problems with memory, concentration, or studying; had poorer self-images;
and experienced a greater occurrence of obsessive ideas, compulsive habits,
and phobias. Depressive symptomatology also is associated with delin-
quency, though whether this link is causal remains unclear (Chiles, Miller,
& Cox, 1980; Gibbs, 1981).
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The basic relation between SES and children’s socioemotional function-
ing appears to be modified by age of child and domain of functioning. A
few epidemiological studies of very young children (3
have found no significant relation between SES and soci
tioning (Earls, 1980; Richman, Stevenson, & Graham, 1975). 1t appears that
social class differences in rates of behavioral /emotional problems (behay-
ioral problems in particular) gradually increase during the pre- and early

school years (Stevenson, Richman, & Graham, 1985). Epidemiological
research based on parent, teacher and

problems also suggests that SES diff

ino, Phares, Gould, & Rubio-Stipec, 1
Baron, & Akkerhuis, 1987).

A few community surveys of child mental health have been conducted
in the African-American
behavioral /emotional problems in African-American children have been
done in school settings (Gibbs, 1986, 1989; Gillum, Gomez-Marin, &
Prineas, 1984; Gould, Wunsch—H.itzig, & Dohrenwend, 1981; Kaplan, Landa,
Weinhold, & Shenker, 1984; Schoenbach, Kaplan, Wagner, Grimson, &
Miller, 1983). Some of these investigations report higher rates of behav-
ioral /emotional problems (e.g., depressive symptoms, somatization, sleep

disturbance, conduct disorders) among African-American children than in
the general population. However, few directl

Duration of Poverty and Socioemotional Functioning

Most studies of the relation between socioeconomic disadvantage and
children’s socioemotional functioning have relied on static conceptualiza-
tions of the former variable. In recent years, conceptions of poverty, in

Poverty increasingly isseenasa multidimensional phenomenon that differs

in chronicity, ecological context, and subjective meaning, among other
factors.

Two recent child-focused investigations reflect this
sophistication. Both assessed the j

g and internalizing Symptoms in preadolescent children.
McLeod and Shanahan (1993), in an investigation of 4- to 8-year-old chil-
dren in the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY), found that the
length of time children spent in poverty, but not current poverty, had a
significant and positive effect on the presence of internalizing symptoms
(e.g., anxiety, sadness, depression, dependency) as reported by mothers.

self-reports of behavioral / emotional |

erences are more prevalent for exter-
nalizing problems than for internalizing problems (Achenbach, Bird, Can- |

990; Achenbach, Verhulst, Edelbrock,

i
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duration of poverty, was significantly
In mnh-a.s.t' C;lrrfer;;gc)ivf;tﬁzu;g;tame of exteme?lizing 's}-’mptgﬁcﬁ}gg{
Zl}d tl;);dsiléli ydifﬁculty getting alfong x:rl-ilth I?\ft}a\i?ﬁigﬂﬁlzgé%)e-velopmem
1 : itudinal data from the : e
L isin frrmen e ental study of approximately 9 ;
Pxo(gran'}, h 4—yea;;aijiec?§l‘;fr1:r$mm analysis of matema!laepor:jhc: 3;-13-
s prgtional functioning atage 5 revealef:l that ch;1 mr;re g
dren’s soc;femoor (poor less than 4 years) and chllc'lren w 1;:) w ;l:)blems
oci?; ;):::r (};Eor all 4 years) had sigr}iffic?ntlye rx:\?er; 1;::3:;\?0 :::(%egn i
th i imilar effects wi ]
than qever-pooglgkr;ilsdzrti;g&r;}]}?;e effect of occas.io’nal povertty (:\r;lljizz?rll)g
b P?} tical s’ignificance. For both internalizing and ex ercasional
Proac?:r?\: t;(::sistent poverty had a much stronger C;n(‘izcrtl ;rha?dolg i
N tohi i e 4-year-perio X
p);)Vert)’- Tlmmg ;thtclaj ﬁziitzaftiiiﬁ%:\?as ur}fnrelaty:ad to children’s iy;;\lg:l?asn
butnot.late, ;n tions by Duncan et al. (1994) an@ McLeod and it
gt tent in their reports of the relation between urt .
e COI}SltSma]izmg symptoms, but conflicting with respec o R
] o duration of poverty and externalizing synr.lpt;)m e
s betvt\lt\eegis arity are unclear, but it is plausible that it s eg:;ration
it De ca.g etal. did not distinguish current poverty frghm i
ﬂ}e fac:::}ti;tT;eI;e two studies significantly extend f}fmfi ;efz?rthe ::Ionomic
el i ts in the specifica
i for improvemen :
3Sf;$;§2t§h:fr;?dmn’s spocioemotional well-being.

Potential Mediators of Socioeconomic Disadvantage

to move
ly recently have significant numbers of reseapchelgs ?ﬁu‘ﬂ 2y
il '}‘Iole analysis to formulate and test mode oth Slalhici
i vzl;?ic disadvantage affects children’s mentall;lealhiéh Sc(;c e
eyl Ut o o prcessteouh i el
it e in ! :
o Ko ?r:tfsytstzin:ise:sftfae;td the multiple aspects, c':lunensslt(i);\;, aa;‘gi
e W? the social structure, position, or sys'fem n q]:;wzf i aré
COI?PonTnt:lec:relop conceptual frameworks that specify wkgcs 1::35 oty
ultimately’ ant to understanding, in our case, observe e
ot dr'lfferences in children’s mental health. Importan yéiucation
i i 5 traditional measures of SES that aggregat.eue s fo;-
_Prﬂach i tion (Mueller & Parcel, 1981). It essentia ydca i
dissoct: . c(l)Fcupie ating SES into its constimentpar_ts;hﬂke,e FETES 01:
Fllssedemglfcll. S::";Efth %Nould be considered di?ti.;’lct dlms:ﬂ;)?}feocomplex
stratificat i ues for careful analys :
jg?lilrféc:fh c(r}cnc'u;;;ﬂe::l::lic:tgg taking into account the various aspects

or components of each.
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Second, on the grounds that social structures,
influence individuals through their effects on social
stimuli, and events that individuals experience in
(1981) maintained that we must understand the p
and interpersonal interactions associated with so
tage that impinge directly on the individual. Finall
when, how, and to what extent these proximate ex
or mental health, a task that requires documentin
esses through which interactions and stimuli are
accommodated.

Detailed discussion of each of
low SES is beyond the scop

positions, or Systemg
interactional patterns,

roximate social stimuylj
cioeconomic disadvan.
Yy, weneed to understand
periences affect behavior
g the psychological proc-
perceived, processed, and

these tasks as they relate to poverty and
e of this chapter. Asa starting point, however,
the second task is examined in some detail. Three proximal variables are

discussed as potential mediators of the link between socioeconomic disad-
vantage (that is, poverty and low SES) and children’s socioemotional func-
tioning: (a) discrete and chronic stressors, (b) experiences of inferiorization,
and (c) nonsupportive and punitive parenting behavior. The discussion of
the first two is based largely on indirect empirical evidence and ethno-
graphic research, whereas the discussion of parenting behavior has the
benefit of recent empirical investigations that directly assess its role in
linking socioeconomic disadvantage to children’s socioemotional function-

ing. Figure 2.1 presents a hypothetical model summarizing these mediat-
ing processes.

PROXIMAL ENVIRONMENTAL
POVERTY

heir daily lives, Houge |

i bl

EXPERIENCES Adolescents’

Socioemotional Functioning
o * DISCRETE AND CHRONIC A, Peer Relati

4 STRESSORS 1 B. Depressive Symptoms
EXPERIENCES OF C. Anxiety
INFERIORIZATION D. Self-Esteem

* PARENT CHILDREARING

Instrumental
and Emotional
Support

FIG. 2.1. Hypothetical model of how poverty and low SES influence socioemotional

functioning in African-American Adolescents.

e
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: nic Stressors . ‘

Discrete 02‘1: EZ;?S may adversely affect children’s socioemotional fm;;

O ioas the presence of negative life events and chronic con i
tioumE oy mmgsmgance of these events and conditions may place dgmgn
Bt d their coping resources (Sterling, quen, Weissberg,
Pl _that e:;;ee 1985). If the corpus of events at issue mc:lude§ positive

czewskléﬁ - r:;nal ac:hievement} as well as negative connotations t(:)agé

e g{:;e socioeconomic or poverty status does not appear S
it pzrig t,he frequency of life events (life change) experience ent};
c!qsely hnki(; degree of psychological readjustment required by the:?e ;v i
it 972g) However, the preponderance of research clearly indica :
{Coddl.ngton’flom »oor and lower socioeconomic backgrounds, Iege}rdétless ]j?e
e a sggniﬁcantly greater number of negative or undesu?: e f
9 exper:;el‘;:? hnson, 1980; Harper & Collins, 1975; Pryor-Brown, Cowe .
e‘fents (Ga & Lg cze\.:rskj, 1986). Undesirability of li.f? events, whethe:: c%rlze
}#ghto"mn t rt:}';\s or in terms of balance between desua‘ble and undesirab °
Ceweg i}:&u;sniistent predictor of socioemoticmfal m{algd]u;n&;\jféxitese céiosn;::t
s s a predictor of maladjus
Weﬁigeﬁgi:?gg;sgﬁgn& Eisenberg, & Orzek, 1974; McLoyd &
Wilssfm, 1}19-:?3; Sar:i‘iljtil&:) ?;(;;l:&lir?z&mber) and multiple nggai;rc: life ﬁ;setn:)sf;
1 glec if not%:;clusive]y, outside the child’s control are hnkt alo! : sk
i ] and mental health problems. In Gersten e ol (U8
physica logical study of an ethnically diverse sample, the num eii e
epiderfucl)];) gje\«'ents experienced by children was ?os:ﬁwel_y an mgz
undtTSl::aor:elated with maternal ratings of the child’s ad;u[sitm:fn; l(a;§;
;::;at%on, self-destructive tendenciss). 'Si;-llitliarll}((; \,i -1;:::.21:; :tgdgiescent ge
i 'Afncaefgi?;; izlria?ﬁdqgte%nrﬁ;t agolescents_who e.xpenenced a;
- Seembge;nof negative events displayed substal_:\txally hl.ghei1 Fatiz gr
o m'm:.:l‘sorq:lers and symptoms such as depression, conduct 13(? O%
PSYChlatrlcl 1 omplaints (Pryor-Brown, Powell, & Earls,’ 1989). Stu ute_s o
o Son;?:lcfrgn T - ort congruent findings. Sterling et al.’s (1985) ?fwes 1§\ >
y.ourlgf{ic- ) t to foi}:th graders, for example, found that negative life :zv:Oh_
et ted with the presence of more serious school adjustment p .
o a%ioc1a associations were strongest for children who had e?(genelﬁfat
lelt..rlllsi:i le f\SeE;aﬁve life events, a finding in keeping with other evllti eﬁzztive
Qe agverse effects of clusters of negg;tg’;ve life events are multip ,
raﬂ;ec; thfsri‘ Sm&gi}g:ﬂﬁ;ﬂ:&}ﬁfﬁ’ﬁ:? tlhan )discrete, may also ei(a(i‘:t 31:311 k?;;
Chﬂdr:sl's trflerlltal health. Shaw and Emery (1988), for examl:t)) :r, ;)f S
e e con - Sorental contlc maternal epression,overcrowding
:3:3illi:::isﬁ:t:figei;gjrfgtasf:ﬁedc;nore internalizing and externalizing
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problems, lower levels of perceived social self-worth, and clinically elevateq
child behavior problems. For poor and lower SES children, chronic stressorg
often include their physical living environments, The pernicious livin,

You feel nobody cares. Eventually, you don’t care” (Jordan, 1987a).
Sparked by the surge of murder, violence, and gang- and drug-related
activities in poor inner-city neighborhoods during the 1980, scholars have
recently turned their attention to the psychological effects of neighborhood
quality (Coulton & Pande , 1992; Jencks & Mayer, 1990). Persistently poor
African-American children are increasingly living in dangerous, crime-in-
fested neighborhoods, aptly termed war zones (Dubrow & Garbarino, 1989).
For example, a survey of youth in the south side of Chicago indicated that
more than 25% had witnessed a homicide by the time they were 17 years
old (Bell, cited in Garbarino, Kostelny, & Dubrow, 1991). Numerous poign-

ailments that appear to have no organic cause (Garbarino, Dubrow,
Kostelny, & Pardo, 1992; Kotlowitz, 1991; Timnick, 1989; Zinsmeister, 1990).
Fitzpatrick and Boldizar’s (1993) recent empirical study of the conge-
quences of exposure to violence among 221 low-income African-American
youth between the ages of 7 and 18 confirms observations from qualitative
work. Reports of posttraumatic stress symptoms were moderately high in

among victimized females and victimized youth who had no male adult
living with them in the household. -

Focus on the level of danger that characterizes neighborhoods has been
accompanied by attention to neighborhood economic conditions more
generally (e.g., mean or median family income, mean education of parents,
occupational mix, percentage of families with female heads percentage of
families on welfare) as determinants of educational and economic outcomes
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i d
i ation, performance on tests of aptitude an
sach 2 h;ﬁ?t:zioiei?:eumotheﬁod, and ;ag%c):r ga;‘keai fs::\crc;sfdgiosroe;
o adi Mayer, 1990). Only
;View e Sadgsi’idsisn}:ins?csicf:mot{onal functioning. Duncan et f:;l;
wsgf)e?re u:fgctfat neighborhood economic cond;tionf, aletld;i\txgll:; i;efs; é}}?av-
i ily-i i re significant pr |
irful e’ famllyl-rl:‘ i?)nn:;:giirr?nf: Sileemg g:)derate-_ix}come nelghi:for::
Sl e neighbors predicted more externalizing p}'DbleI'l.lS 1tn
havine IoW-1;1;1:01“(3wmntell Spencer, and Aber’s (1994) recent mvesnfg'c‘z 1(:111
g g sl"l the educational outcomes of three groups of A,ncae—
o mﬂumces (tjh indicated that across all three samples, adolescents eﬁg{ﬂ
o % ived family support, sense of control’ over scﬂ :
e pe;‘ C‘Eelin s of self-worth, emotional relationships with 1eg
perfom‘lanceé fe'e ilg economic resources guided their engagement an
s as‘:hgol far more than neighborhood economic qoréqlt_zé)n:i
performandcgﬁm s included high concentrations of famfly and in vk l1.1W
onets o ;mh ads of household, and African-American res1dent;,ho
poverty, famale f?‘ligh-SES residents; and high levels of joblessness. ;es:
S ?1sistent with Jencks and Mayer’s mncl?s1on thatdw "
fmd}n PR c:f:])ivich.tal characteristics are controlled, ne1ghborhoc_a zcor
fannuxliz sat:t(ilsm and other neighborhood characteristics often have mixe
no
s e{fedsa;nd Pandey (1992) suggested, however, that existing rerif::;tnl;
b c? : timate neighborhood effects due to inadequate me_asuth il
of Bmpo eref characteristics of the environment and use of proauesb é;‘ .
Of mﬂlzortiln timal. In any case, existing studies that report neigh oirc gst-
lef?S tsa::a s};cioemotional functioning and edu?ahonal and ecor;z;nare ue
. leave open a host of questions regarding what proces i
COEﬂeZ eE:ck ol:;eattention to mediating influences and focus on “g o
o t al ecological characteristics of places, to tllxe re':la{_:we_ negf e
;g?iﬁxir?teraction within spatial domains” is a recur;mg hé'f:lt::)t;ct)rtlk?e oo
investigations (Tienda, 1991, p. 248). Hypotheses t: %ur? clan epRe
that mediate neighborhood ef_fectg (e.g., contagi /¢ e v
zatic ial comparison, institution-based practices), o
gk i ons have yet to be rigorously tested (]egcks & Mayer, least.
i d cogently that such tests will require, at the very aré
A ar%l;eamevgorks that specify which transmission meci}a.mslmseas-
g t to specific behavioral outcomes and valid empu_:llce;i mand
e misl.jsiOn mechanisms themselves. They 'also will dem
rigriss ve beyond spatial characteristics of neighborhoods (e.g.,
o ¢Seamhe$ 1'510} to an examination of human interaf:nor_lal patterns
physical pl;?:lnggr{\ams. The scope of future investigation in th_xzear;rliai-
';‘}rllt?:l?:l f;gaexpanded to include diva;rse @&ca?gg{;}fcﬁﬁg‘iﬁizt?gsclwrlose
i ioni of neighbor _
:s:stli;:lm fgt"g)r(\aurlﬁna:ti): rizfsu;issound tglfleoreﬁcal or conceptual grounds.
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Experiences of Inferiorization

Poverty and low SES may adversely affect children’s socioemotional
functioning by increasing their exposure to demeaning, humiliating, and
otherwise negative treatment precipitated by the stigmas of economic
hardship. Economically impoverished individuals contend with stigmatiz-

ing living conditions and circumstances that publicly “mark” or symbolize |
their membership in the category of poor or economically deprived indi- -

viduals (e.g., using food stamps, living in public housing, living in a “bad”
neighborhood; Goodban, 1985; MacLeod, 1987; Marshall, 1982). These
stigmas serve as cues for maltreatment at the interpersonal level largely
because of widespread negative attitudes toward the poor and a strong bias
in American society toward person-blame explanations of poverty (Feather,
1974; Leahy, 1990; Pelton, 1989).

By the time poor children enter early adolescence, if not earlier, they have
more than an inchoate understanding of the negative social meaning of
poverty and low SES. This understanding derives from their interpersonal
experiences and often prompts efforts to mask their membership in a
stigmatized group. Consider the observations of a father whose family was
receiving food stamps: “When my kids go with me to the grocery store
shopping, and we go through the checkout line, my kids usually take off.
They told me they are embarrassed when I use our food stamps. They don't
want to be seen with me” (Wiltfang & Scarbecz, 1990, p. 176).

MacLeod (1987) found that adolescent males living in a predominantly
White, low-income housing development in a working-class neighborhood
were acutely aware of the stigmas and disadvantages of living in public
housing. One of them said “Out here, there’s not the opportunity to make
money. That's how you get into stealing and all that. . . . To get a job, first of
all, this is a handicap, out here. If you say you're from the projects or anywhere
in this area, that can hurt you. Right off the bat: reputation” (p. 5).

Self-esteem is the category of mental health functioning that would
appear to be most obviously affected by the stigma of poverty and low SES.
Numerous studies have investigated the relation between SES and self-es-
teem. On the basis of their review of these studies, Rosenberg and Pearlin
(1978) concluded that the relation is strong for adults, relatively weak for
adolescents, and virtually nonexistent for children. Their interpretation of
this pattern of findings is that the psychological meaning of social class and
the social experiences attendant to social class depend on the individual’s
developmental status. In particular, they argue that adults are more ex-
posed to social inequality than children, pointing out that the world of work
calls attention to a social stratification system and the worker’s place in it,
whereas the major extrafamilial context for children’s socialization and
development—school—tends to be socioeconomically homogeneous. Chil-
dren typically attend schools where the average SES level is similar to their
own. They also note that social class is generally viewed as achieved for
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ibed for children and adolescents and, consequently, adults,

::;rgizrtﬁ:riirﬁ?ldmn and adolescents, are evaluated and tend to evaluate
ves along class lines. »

meé\nrﬁfflang and gcarbecz (1990) argued that Rosenberg an_d Pearlin’s (}f978)
conclusions are premature because studies have underesn_rnated the ef ev:ts1
of social class on adolescents’ self-esteem as a fesult of r_elymg on trad1t19na
measures of parental social class (e.g., father’s ec‘lucatlon and occupahonz
that do not tap the dimensions of social class most likely to affect adolescents
self-esteem. Their assessment of social class ina §tudy of 12-to 19—}_’ear-olds
included traditional as well as nontraditional indicators. The latter included
whether the family was receiving public welfare, whether the. father was
employed or unemployed, the adolescent’s description of the neighborhood
(whether it was described as luxurious, comfortable, average, _er-dow.n, a
slum), and whether the adolescent perceivegl _that lpts pf men in thg neigh-
borhood did not have work. These nontrad‘ltlc_mal mdlca}tors of social class
were thought to better reflect the “hidden injuries” of social class (Sennett &
Cobb, 1972), to have greater psychological_relevance, and to carry more
stigma for adolescents than parental education and occupation, especially
in American society “where people measure one another by what they.have
or do, or by where they live” (Wiltfang & Scarbecz, 1990_, p- 175). Consistent
with their predictions, nontraditional measures of social t_:llass were much
stronger predictors of adolescent self-esteem than were traditional measures.

Wiltfang and Scarbecz’s (1990) study is important for its attempt to
dissect the social class matrix into components that are more psychologi-
cally meaningful and more proximal to children’s experiences than Parental
education and occupation. In keeping with House’s (1.981} sugge‘estmns,ithe
next step in this line of work would be documentation of the Jmmedlate:
experiences and interpersonal interactions that stem from adolescenfs
stigmatized status and function to link nontraditional measures of social
class and adolescents’ self-esteem. . . ‘

Even if children do not understand fully the social meaning and stigmas
associated with poverty and low SES, they can be adversely affected so-
cioemotionally by the maltreatment that stigmas ev?ke. : A stunning exam-
ple of this process is provided by Rist’s (1970) Iongftudma’l, o?servahonal
study of a group of African-American children during their kmdergarteni
first- and second-grade years. Children’s SES blackground was a powerfu
determinant of how they were treated by their teacher and clasgmates.
Low-SES children were inferiorized by a process that was swift, dehbera_te,
and unrelenting. Prior to the beginning of the schofal year,.the school social
worker provided to the teacher a list of all children in the kmgie::garten cl.ass
who lived in homes receiving public welfare funds. This mformatlon
apparently proved pivotal in the teachers’ permanent'seatn*:g asmgrlments;
made on the eighth day of kindergarten classes. Children’s Rlacen}ent. a
one of three tables in the classroom was highly correlated with o!n}ectlve
SES indicators (e.g., welfare status, family income, parental education and
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employment status) and with behavioral and physical markers of low §
such as dress, physical appearance, and adeptness at code-switching b
tween standard English and Black English. No objective information di
rectly relevant to the children’s academic potential was used in the
determination of seating assignments,

The physical organization of the kindergarten classroom according tg

children’s SES and correspondingly, according to the teacher’s e
about the children’s future academic success or failure,

the differential treatment of the children for the remainder of the year. In

ing the teacher’s behavior, nonpoor children adopted a condescending,
authoritarian stance toward poor children, ordering them around and
ridiculing and belittling their behavior, clothes, and appearance. Poor
children responded to this treatment with withdrawal, both physical and
psychological, and verbal and physical in-group hostility, calling each other,
but not economically advantaged children, “dummy,” “stupid,” and other
insulting epithets,

Rist’s (1970) investigation suggests thatas early as 5 years of age, children
have begun to learn the acceptability of negative attitudes and behavior

intellectual abilities had taken firmhold. As one of them said
We get to sixth grade, boy, we be dump” (Gouldner, 1978, p. 62).

Class- and culture-based stigmatization in the classroom is also salient
in the recollections of a group of poor, inner-city, African-American male
dropouts studied by Glasgow (1981). These young men believed that
“mainstream” education, in actuality, is intended to demoralize African
Americans and to assure that they have bleak economic futures. They
pointed to myriad ways in which instructors “put down” or stigmatized

African-American culture (e.g., African-American dance, music, dress,

speech patterns), core aspects of their definition of self, of poor people, and

2.1 |
ife i ivili know what he's
life is uncivilized, but 1
irectly that my way of
to tell me direc
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hi hc-ISEb[S Set:rloked intensely negative reactions f:;o;n tizie ‘:erz often the pre-
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. t-subsidize 8 S s Poor students,
lived in governmen choolmates differing in SES. f
Al f fights between s rted a greater number o
c,p;tant 4 ir more affluent schoolmates, repo ingent con-
comg;:izesd;foiesivere, Stigmatizm‘%hpuni&hr?ﬂgeznger::lﬁ:;sfgerienced
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sequences for sim ften involved public humiliation (e.g., |
dents more often . d in the
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in economically disadvantaged children by increasing their exposure to
inferiorizing experiences, there is some suggestion that they can also miti-
ate the effects of economic disadvantage. Schools distinguished by appro-
priately high standards, generous use of praise, the setting of exemplary
models of behavior by teachers, and a tendency to give students positions
of trust and responsibility appear to foster positive socioemotional func-
tioning in poor children (Rutter, cited in Werner, 1984).

Nonsupportive and Punitive Parenting Behavior
Poor and low-SES children appear to be at increased risk of socioemotional

punitive parenting (McLoyd, 1990). In a direct test of this hypothesized
mediation process in a sample of African-American, Hispanic, and non-His-
panic White families with 4- to 8-year-old children, McLeod and Shanahan
(1993) found that mothers’ weak emotional responsiveness to thejr children’s
needs and frequent use of physical punishment explained the effect of current

toms), but not the effect of persistent poverty. Length of time spent in poverty
neither increased the frequency of physical punishment nor decreased moth-
ers’ emotional responsiveness, perhaps indicating that family interactions
stabilize as the duration of poverty increases and the family adapts to economic

Considerable indirect evidence also suggests that punitive, nonsuppor-
tive parenting may contribute to the higher levels of socioemotional prob-
lems experienced by low-SES children compared to their more affluent
counterparts. Anumber of studies of African-American and racially diverse

taged counterparts, are more likely to use power-assertive techniques in
disciplinary encounters and are generally less supportive of their children.
They value obedience more, are less likely to use reasoning, and more likely
to use physical punishment as a means of disciplining and controlling the
child. Low SES parents also are more likely to issue commands without
explanation, less likely to consult the child about his or her wishes, and less
likely to reward the child verbally for behavior in desirable ways. In
addition, poverty has been associa ted with diminished expression of affec-
tion and less responsiveness to the socioemotional needs explicitly ex-
pressed by the child (for a review of these studies, see McLoyd, 1990).
Although it is indisputable that only a small proportion of poor parents
are even alleged to abuse their children, strong evidence exists that child

:
]
i
i
i
J
H
i
:
i
'
1

| ,

23
PACT OF POVERTY AND SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS
2. IM

i ilies than in more affluent families
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employment status) and with behavioral and physical markers of low SES
such as dress, physical appearance, and adeptness at code-switching be-
tween standard English and Black English. No objective information di-
rectly relevant to the children’s academic potential was used in the
determination of seating assignments.

The physical organization of the kindergarten classroom according to
children’s SES and correspondingly, according to the teacher’s expectations
about the children’s future academic success or failure, became the basis for
the differential treatment of the children for the remainder of the year. In
general, poor children were rejected, penalized, and marginalized by the
teacher and by their more economically advantaged classmates for not
having middle-class experiences. They were denied privileges granted to
nonpoor children, received less of the teacher’s attention and, in general,
were not given equal opportunity to learn and participate in classroom
activities (even to the point of being seated in positions that did not allow
them to see exercises and assignments written on the blackboard). Emulat-
ing the teacher’s behavior, nonpoor children adopted a condescending,
authoritarian stance toward poor children, ordering them around and
ridiculing and belittling their behavior, clothes, and appearance. Poor
children responded to this treatment with withdrawal, both physical and
psychological, and verbal and physical in-group hostility, calling each other,
but not economically advantaged children, “dummy,” “stupid,” and other
insulting epithets.

Rist’s (1970) investigation suggests that as early as 5 years of age, children
have begun to learn the acceptability of negative attitudes and behavior
toward those who are poor. Moreover, in the case of poor children them-
selves, they have begun to show signs of low self-esteem as a consequence
of internalizing these negative attitudes. As shown in another study allied
with Rist’s project, by the time children in the bottom academic track
reached fifth grade (virtually all of whom were from lower SES back-
grounds), internalization of negative attitudes about their academic and
intellectual abilities had taken firm hold. As one of them said, “By the time
we get to sixth grade, boy, we be dumb” (Gouldner, 1978, p. 62).

Class- and culture-based stigmatization in the classroom is also salient
in the recollections of a group of poor, inner-city, African-American male
dropouts studied by Glasgow (1981). These young men believed that
“mainstream” education, in actuality, is intended to demoralize African
Americans and to assure that they have bleak economic futures. They
pointed to myriad ways in which instructors “put down” or stigmatized
African-American culture (e.g., African-American dance, music, dress,
speech patterns), core aspects of their definition of self, of poor people, and
of their community at large. Understandably, these young men reacted to
these explicit and implicit messages of cultural inferiority with resentment,
defensiveness, and feelings of alienation. Reflecting on these inferiorizing
experiences, one young man said, “I don’t need the man [the White teacher]

r
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to tell me directly that my way of life is uncivilized, but I know what he’s
putting down; I ain’t nobody’s fool” (p. 58).

Brantlinger’s (1991) investigation of high- and low-SES adolescents’
reports of problems and punishment in school revealed processes reminis-
cent of those recounted by Glasgow (1981) and Rist (1970). Epithets from
high-SES students referring to low-SES students (e.g., “scum”) under-
standably evoked intensely negative reactions from the latter (all of whom
lived in government-subsidized housing projects) and were often the pre-
cipitant of fights between schoolmates differing in SES. Poor students,
compared to their more affluent schoolmates, reported a greater number of
penalties, more severe, stigmatizing punishment, and more stringent con-
sequences for similar infractions. The self-reported penalties experienced
by low-5ES students more often involved public humiliation (e.g., being
yelled at in front of the class), ostracism (e.g., being made to stand in the
hall for long periods of time), and rejection. Low-SES students were much
less likely than high-SES students to believe that discipline meted out by
school personnel was fair and much more likely to believe that teachers did
not like them because of prejudice against either their social class or the
groups with which they affiliated.

Whether teachers are given to social class and racial biases in their
treatment and perception of children depends to a significant degree on
teachers” own social class origins. Alexander, Entwisle, and Thompson
(1987) found that low-SES and African-American first graders experienced
their greatest difficulties in the classrooms of teachers with high-SES social
origins (as measured by fathers’ occupation when growing up). Teachers
with high-SES origins evaluated low-SES and African-American children
as less mature (e.g., fights too much, unable to concentrate, timid) than
high-SES and White children, had lower performance expectations for
them, and evaluated the classroom and school climate more negatively.
These differences were markedly more pronounced than corresponding
differences observed for teachers with low-SES origins. Not surprisingly,
high levels of perceived maturity and high performance expectations were
predictive of high grades and performance on standardized achievement
tests at the end of the school year. Moreover, whereas significant race
differences were found in the year-end achievements (especially for grades)
of children in classrooms taught by high-SES teachers, the performance of
children in classrooms taught by low-SES teachers was unrelated to race.

In addition to engendering negative self-appraisal, the stigmatizing proc-
ess described in these investigations may foment aggression, disruptive
behavior, anxiety, and depression, and encourage students to drop out of
school. Given the large amount of time children spend in school, it is likely
that cumulative exposure to inferiorizing experiences in the school setting is
amajor factor underlying the increase with age in SES differences in behavior
problems (Stevenson et al., 1985). Indeed, in view of evidence that SES
differences in behavior problems emerge and become more pronounced as
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nomic disadvantage and children’s socioemotional functioning must de-
lineate the proximal antecedents of this style of parenting. We focus here
on negative life events, undesirable ongoing conditions, and psychological
distress, all of which are more prevalent among individuals who are poor
than those who are not (Kessler & Neighbors, 1986; Liem & Liem, 1978).
Gersten, Langner, Eisenberg, and Simcha-Fagan (1977) found that the oc-
currence of undesirable life events correlated positively with affectively
distant, restrictive, and punitive parenting. Similarly, Weinraub and Wolf
(1983) reported that mothers who experienced more stressful life events
were less nurturant toward their children and, in the case of single mothers,
were less at ease, less spontaneous, and less responsive to their children’s
communications. Even ephemeral, relatively minor “hassles” produce
detectable, negative changes in maternal behavior. Patterson’s (1988) obser-
vations of mother—hild dyads over the course of several days indicated
that day-to-day fluctuations in the mothers’ tendencies to initiate and
continue aversive exchanges with children were systematically related to
the daily frequency of complications or crises the mothers experienced.

Chronic, undesirable conditions such as neighborhood crime may also
condition the quality of parenting behavior, aithough firm conclusions
about this issue are precluded by the scarcity of existing data. Research
indicates that mothers who perceive their neighborhoods as dangerous and
crime-infested, compared to those who perceive their neighborhoods as
safer, report more conflict with their children (White, Kasl, Zahner, & Will,
1987) and are more likely to use physical punishment as a child manage-
ment technique (Kriesberg, 1970). These relations may be mediated partly
by mothers’ mental health. Perceived neighborhood danger and crime,
highly correlated with actual crime statistics (Kriesberg, 1970; Lewis &
Maxfield, 1980), have been found to predict poor mental health among
minority women (Kasl & Harburg, 1975; White et al., 1987). Mothers
residing in dangerous neighborhoods probably are more likely to adopt
punitive parenting strategies to ensure their children’s safety and to dis-
courage disobedience of rules (a logical goal when one considers the
potentially grave consequences that may result from a failure to follow
established safety rules). From the parent’s perspective, achieving these
goals may require the use of more severe child management techniques
(Dubrow & Garbarino, 1989). Much more systematic study is needed of the
links between neighborhood characteristics and parenting practices and
the factors mediating these links.

A great deal of research has confirmed that differences in the psychologi-
cal well-being of adults of varying SES are at least partly due to an over-
representation in lower-class life of a broad range of frustration-producing
life events and chronic conditions outside personal control. In view of the
prevalence of such stressors and their resultant psychological distress, it is
not surprising that low SES is associated with less positive and more
punitive parenting behavior. Indeed, several studies focusing on specific
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stressors such as unemployment, job loss, and income loss, as well as
studies that are not stress-specific in focus, directly tie parental mental
health (e.g., depressive symptoms, anxiety) to parental punitiveness, incon-
sistency, and unresponsiveness. For example, research has shown that
psychological distress in parents encourages the use of disciplinary strate-
gies that are more aversive and coercive and require less effort (for example,
physical punishment, commanding without explanation, reliance on
authority) rather than more effort (e.g., reasoning, explaining, negotiating).
Psychological distress also inhibits positive behaviors (e.g., hugs, praise,
supportive statements) and responsiveness to children’s dependency needs
(for a review of these studies, see McLoyd, 1990).

Inhibitors of Punitive Parenting.  In addition to understanding its
antecedents, it is equally important to delineate the factors that moderate
or lessen punitive, harsh parenting behavior. A burgeoning body of re-
search based on African-American, White, and racially diverse samples
indicates that social support not only improves parents” dispositions but,
in turn, lessens their tendency toward insensitivity and coercive discipline.
Both poor and more affluent mothers receiving higher levels of emotional
support (i.e., companionship, expressions of affection, availability of a con-
fidant) report being less likely to nag, scold, ridicule, or threaten their
children and are observed to interact in a more nurturant, sensitive fashion
with their children. They report feeling less overwhelmed by their parent-
ing situation, more gratified by the maternal role, and more satisfied with
their children (Crnic & Greenberg, 1987; Zur-Szpiro & Longfellow, 1982),
factors that may both instigate and result from more positive parenting
behavior. Parenting support (e.g., assistance with child care) also has salu-
tary effects on parenting behavior. Crockenberg’s (1987) observational
study of impoverished adolescent mothers indicated that maternal sensi-
tivity and accessibility to the infant, as well as promptness in responding
to the infant’s cries, increased with an increase in the number of family
members who helped with various household and child-care chores. This
is consistent with reports from poor mothers that they are warmer and less
rejecting of their preschool children when given an opportunity to break
continuous interactions with them for more than 2 hours (Colletta, 1979).

Because psychological distress among mothers is a risk factor for diffi-
culties in children’s socioemotional functioning, factors that protect against
maternal distress may bolster the probability of children’s adaptive resil-
ience. Extant research supports this proposition. For example, availability
of child care support to the primary caregiver has been found to distinguish
stress-resilient from stress-affected children (Cowen, Wyman, Work, &
Parker, 1990). Likewise, a recent study of rural, two-parent African-Ameri-
can families representing a wide income range indicated that adolescents
whose mothers received more caregiver support from their spouses had
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more self-control (e.g., considering consequences of actions before acting,
planning before acting, task persistence), which, in turn, predicted better
academic outcomes and fewer externalizing and internalizing problems
(Brody et al., 1994). Increased parenting or emotional support and the
resultant increase in nurturant parenting behavior may explain why emo-
tional adjustment in poor African-American children living in
mother/grandmother families is almost as high as that of children living in
mother/father families, and significantly higher than that of children living
alone with their mothers (Kellam, Ensminger, & Turner, 1977).

Implications for Intervention and Prevention

The first steps toward both preventing and alleviating socioemotional
problems in poor children and children from low-SES backgrounds are
awareness of children’s socioemotional functioning, appreciation of their
present life concerns, and sensitivity to the environmental and life circum-
stances that pose threats to their socioemotional well-being. Toward this
end, comprehensive family-centered child development programs in poor
communities could, with parental consent, regularly assess children’s
physical, mental, and emotional development for the purpose of keeping
well children well, preventing inchoate difficulties from becoming more
serious, and facilitating intervention for distressed children (Lurie, 1974).

It is increasingly clear from a small but expanding body of research that
childhood resilience is not an innate characteristic, but depends on a com-
bination of child attributes, socialization experiences both within and out-
side the family, and interactions between these components (Cowen et al.,
1990; Rutter, 1990). This means that intervention and prevention strategies
that focus exclusively on the child, whether directed toward modification
of intrapsychic or behavioral processes, are likely to be severely limited in
their effectiveness. Psychiatric interventions for children who are victims
of, or witnesses to, violence, for example, may prove effective in the short
run, but impotent over time if violence is a mainstay of children’s environ-
ments (Eth & Pynoos, 1985). Intervention and prevention strategies should
seek to both decrease poor children’s exposure to acute and chronic stres-
sors and increase the number of protective factors, such as the availability
of mentors and social support (Werner, 1984). These outcomes cannot be
achieved without impacting the multiple contexts (e.g., classrooms,
schools, neighborhoods) within which development occurs. For example,
intervention and prevention strategies should include systematic efforts to
disrupt negative treatment of poor children by teachers and peers. Ulti-
mately, it is these contexts and conditions that must be altered in the
interests of promoting optimal functioning in both parents and children. In
short, in the words of Schorr (1989), it is urgent that we not only help
individual parents and children beat the odds imposed by poverty and low
SES, but work toward changing the odds as well.

r
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As social and economic stress are often the root causes of maternal
depression, psychological distress, and negative parenting, alleviating such
stresses is likely to go along way toward alleviating mental h‘le‘alth pr(_)blerns
in mothers, enhancing parenting, and contributing to positive socioemo-
tional functioning in children (Belle, 1984; Rutter, 1985). Mgntal health
professionals need to deepen their appreciation of the strong links among
these factors and orient their therapeutic efforts accordingly. Ne‘edless to
say, blaming poor mothers for their economic and psyt_:hologmai plights will
exacerbate their psychological problems, heighten mistrust and apprehen-
sion, and undercut the professional’s role as facilitator and helper. Because
the typical middle-class therapist or mental health worker has never expe-
rienced the stressors that poor women routinely confront, this ‘Ievel of
understanding cannot be achieved without concerted efforts to bridge the
chasms between these professionals and the poor—chasms engendered by
cultural, class, and gender differences. Visits to clients’ neighborhoods a_nd
homes can help clinicians appreciate clients” ongoing struggles to survive
and raise children in the midst of daunting environmental realities. Inter-
ventions that focus on intrapsychic flaws and parent education, while
ignoring the environmental difficulties that undermine psych?logical and
maternal functioning, are likely to be of limited usefulness and, indeed, may
engender more, rather than less, passivity, guilt, and depression (Belle, 1984;
Halpern, 1991; McLoyd, 1995). .

Emotional support for poor women and chxldre:n., then, needs to be
complemented by advocacy activities that help families resolye concrete,
environmental problems, and pressure bureaucracies and social agents to
be more responsive to the needs of children and families. Belle (1984, p.
147) thoughtfully argued that clinicians who cannot undertake such efforts
“should ally themselves with other service providers in a close working
relationship so that all of a client’s pressing and mterlocking.problems can
receive attention as part of an overall treatment plan.” The importance of
a comprehensive, rather than fragmented, piecemeal appro‘ach is under-
scored by Schorr’s (1989) research, indicating that intervention programs
that are successful in changing outcomes for high-risk children, typically
offer a broad spectrum of services. The prevailing wisdom of these pro-
grams is that social and emotional support and immed_iate, concrete hglp
are usually necessary before a family can make use of interventions with
long-range goals.

Mutual help groups for both children and parents can serve usefu.ll
therapeutic purposes by bringing together individuals with similar experi-
ences, providing support, and bolstering self-esteem by providing the
opportunity to be helpful to others. Mental health workers can play an
important role by helping to initiate and sustain such groups (Belle, }984).
Attention should also be devoted to devising creative strategies to
strengthen culturally indigenous structures and patterns of L:elatlons
among African Americans (e.g., strong kinship bonds, flexible family roles)
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that have long served to buffer parents and children from the deleterious
effects of poverty and socioeconomic disadvantage.

Although instrumental and emotional support from informal and pro-
fessional sources can help address the problems of poor parents and chil-
dren, it is crucial to acknowledge the limits of what such support can
accomplish. Many of the causes of difficult life conditions confronting poor
families, and of poverty itself (e.g., racism in labor markets and lending
institutions, low wages paid by traditionally “female” jobs, unavailability
of affordable, high-quality child care, unjust housing policies), are imper-
vious to family- and individual-level interventions (Halpern, 1990). As
Halpern (1991) pointed out, there has been an overreliance in America on
services to address problems created by poverty “due to an unwillingness
to acknowledge that many of our most serious problems are a result of
chosen social and economic arrangements and a reluctance to use the
political process to alter arrangements even when it is acknowledged that
they are harmful” (p. 344).

SUMMARY AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Ample evidence exists of greater socioemotional difficulties in African-
American and White children who are poor or from lower SES back-
grounds, compared to nonpoor and higher SES children. SES differences
appear to emerge and increase during the preschool and early school years
and are more pronounced for externalizing symptoms than for internaliz-
ing symptoms. In addition, recent investigations indicate that the presence
of internalizing symptoms increases as the duration of poverty increases.
No conclusive evidence is available about whether, among children, race
and ethnicity are related to socioemotional functioning, independent of
SES, or whether SES interacts with race and ethnicity. More methodologi-
cally rigorous studies have reported only negligible race effects on chil-
dren’s socioemotional functioning (e.g., Achenbach & Edelbrock, 1981), but
additional, large-scale epidemiological research is needed to draw firm
conclusions.

Research emphasis has shifted recently from descriptions of effects of
socioeconomic disadvantage to analyses of processes by which such effects
come about. The principal focus of most of the latter investigations has
been family processes. Several recent studies have documented the role of
harsh, punitive parenting, low maternal responsiveness, and parent-child
conflict in linking economic hardship and socicemotional problems in
children. This pathway has been documented in research with African
Americans as well as Whites, and a direct test of race/ ethnicity differences
in the relations among poverty, parenting behavior, and children’s mental
health has revealed no race/ethnicity effects (African Americans and His-
panics vs. non-Hispanic Whites; McLeod & Shanahan, 1993). We do not
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know, however, whether mediating processes are conditioned by duration
of poverty. In addition, inadequate attention has been given to extrafa-
milial, but proximal, factors as potential mediators of the effects of poverty
and low SES. Children’s interactions with teachers, as well as day-care
workers, peers, and extended family members are obvious areas for inves-
tigation of mediating pathways.

Neighborhood effects on children’s development are an emergent focus
in child development research. Advances in our understanding of these
effects and the processes by which they emerge will depend on our ab:}lty
to grapple successfully with a host of conceptual and methodological
problems (Jencks & Mayer, 1990; Tienda, 1991). Race and ethnicity may be
important considerations in developing mediational models focused on
ecological factors. Residence in a neighborhood marked by V\_rxdespre.ad
mental health problems, inadequate mental health services, restricted social
resources, and high levels of crime and violence, for example, might be
crucial considerations in an analysis of the processes by which poverty
affects socioemotional functioning in poor, urban, African-American chil-
dren (who are very likely to live in high-poverty neighborhoods where such
conditions are more common). o

Attention also needs to be focused on the extent to which mediating
processes are conditioned or moderated by characteristics of the individual
child such as age, gender, and temperament. Those invol\_ri.ng interperspngl
experiences outside the family (e.g., peer-mediated experiences of inferiori-
zation), for example, are unlikely as explanations for soc:oemotu_mal prob-
lems in very young poor children. Likewise, the extent to which parent
socialization processes mediate the influences of poverty and low SES on
children’s mental health may depend, in part, on the child’s temperament.
Several studies suggest that temperamentally easy children are less likely
than children with difficult temperaments to be the target of parental
criticism and harshness (Elder et al., 1985; Rutter, 1979). When parents are
depressed and irritable, they are more likely to direct abusive behavior
toward children with adverse temperamental characteristics. Studies of
child abuse also have identified children’s temperament as a factor that
appears to elicit maltreatment (Belsky, 1980). These critical considera.tions
represent fertile and promising areas of study because of the potential of
building on extant quantitative and qualitative research. .

The linkages between the effects of poverty and low SES on physical
health and their effects on socioemotional well-being need to be examined
more systematically. Socioeconomic disadvantage is associated with in-
creased exposure to environmental toxins, overcrowding, inadequate ho_us-
ing and homelessness, and myriad other conditions that threaten physical
health (Klerman, 1991). Poor physical health could engender socioemo-
tional problems in children by disrupting friendships, destabilizing school
attendance, and adversely affecting academic performance.

—4
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The Effects of Economic and
Social Stressors on Parenting and
Adolescent Adjustment in
African-American Families

Ronald D. Taylor

Stressful life experiences affect the lives of a substantial number of African-
American children. In 1991, Census figures indicated that 51.2% of African-
American children 6 years of age and under were poor (U.S. Bureau of the
Census, 1992). For many of these children, poverty will be a persistent
experience; research reveals that about 24% of children who are poor early
in life will experience poverty when they are 10-14 years old (Duncan &
Rodgers, 1988). Being poor exposes children and families to a variety of
chronic stressors that have been shown to negatively influence the function-
ing of individuals. Chronic stressors experienced by poor African-Ameri-
can parents can undermine their parenting practices because poor parents
are psychologically distressed (McLoyd, 1990). Children and adolescents
exposed to less adequate parenting are at risk for anumber of psychological
and behavioral problems (Aber & Cicchetti, 1984; Egeland & Sroufe, 1981;
McLoyd, Jayaratne, Ceballo, & Borquez, 1994). Research also indicates that
poor families employ a variety of strategies and living arrangements de-
signed to moderate the effects of poverty. These strategies may include the
sharing or pooling of resources across extended families, the sharing of
childrearing, or coresidence, among other possibilities (McLoyd, 1990).
This chapter first characterizes the nature of some of the chronic stressors
experienced by poor African-American families, then discusses the impact
of the stressors on adolescent functioning. Finally, the processes linking
stressors to adolescent adjustment are addressed. The conceptual model
underlying this chapter is shown in Fig. 3.1. In the model, stressors such as
financial strain or neighborhood crime have an effect on adolescent so-
cioemotional adjustment through their impact on parents’ well-being and
parenting practices. Parents living in the context of financial hardship and
neighborhood problems may be more psychologically distressed, and,
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